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Abstract
Dyer, NaKeshi LaShae. EdD. The University of Memphis. August 2017. Transnarratives of
adults who undergo transitioning later in life: Implications for counselors. Major Professor: Dr.
Dan Lustig.
In this transgender theory life story study, I interviewed male-to-female transgender
participants who transitioned between the ages of 40-55, within the last 5 years, and while
residing in an urban city in the Mid-South to learn more about the sociocultural and discursive
influences of their gendered and embodied experiences. I utilized transgender theory as a lens to
view gender transitioning. This theory holds that discourse is contrived and identity is fluid,
contextual, and multifarious and that some voices are silenced because of exclusionary societal
practices and systems of belief. The longer that a person is subjected to these oppressive systems
the harder it can be to move beyond them. This can make acceptance of those who transition as
well as transitioning at an older age all the more challenging. I used transgender theory as my
primary theory because it takes into account the unique experiences of transgender people,
recognizes that sex and gender are not one in the same, questions essential notions of gender and
gender identity, and challenges the gender binary. It also purports that identifying with one’s
oppressed identity can be empowering and a strong catalyst for personal and social change. I
used postructuralism and queer theory in this study to examine concepts of power, discourse, and
knowledge about gender. Poststructuralism and queer theory are highly skeptical of any claims
of (capital T) Truths and incompatible to any assertion that one or another interpretation of
reality is the only way in which it may be understood.
I engaged in narrative analysis as outlined by Hole (2007) and Ezzy (2002) and creative
analytic practice as described by Richardson (1994) in order to analyze the data as well as
amplify the voices of the participants as they detailed their personal journeys of negotiating
restrictive discourse. The data from the interviews were then turned into narratives that described
vi

the participants embodied, social, and personal experiences with transitioning. Additionally, the
participants were also asked to write “Dear Counselor” letters sharing what they thought would
be important for counselors to know when working with adults who transitioned later in life.
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Chapter 1
Background
Transgender or trans, which the Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD,
2014) defined as an overarching term used to describe those whose gender expression and/or
gender identity diverges from what is usually associated with the biological sex (and prescribed
gender roles) that they were assigned at birth, has recently become a central focus in United
States popular culture. For example, in June 2015 Vanity Fair featured a cover and article about
Caitlyn Jenner, a trans woman, and her decision to transition. Caitlyn’s recent gender transition
has garnered more attention and publicity than her 1976 Summer Olympics Decathlon win.
According to Tadena (2015), the online version of the Vanity Fair article generated the highest
ever single day traffic for the magazine. Shortly after the interview went public, it was the top
trending topic on Facebook and Twitter for several days.
Popular award winning comedy-dramas like Orange is the New Black (a Netflix series
which has earned 16 Primetime Emmy nominations) and Transparent (an Amazon series which
won Golden Globes for Best Television Series and Best Actor in a Television Series)
prominently feature transgender actors or story lines. Reality television is a growing venue for
transgender themed shows. Becoming Us (an ABC Family docuseries which chronicles the
perspective of 17-year-old Ben as his father transitions from male-to-female) and I Am Jazz (a
TLC network show that highlights Jazz Jennings, 14-year-old transgender female activist)
provide a weekly glimpse into the challenges and triumphs of transgender individuals and their
families. The fashion industry, often credited for promoting a unidimensional standard of (cisfeminine) beauty, has also played a part in increasing the exposure of the trans community.
Major fashion labels and designers such as H&M, DKNY, and Givenchy have featured
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transgender models Geena Rocero, Lea T, Riccardo Tisci, and Andreja Pejic in print campaigns
and in high-profile fashion shows.
The trans community, however, has not only impacted popular culture but politics and
capitalist ideals as well. Barack Obama in his 2015 State of the Union address became the first
president to use the term transgender during such a speech. In addition, President Obama hired
Raffi Freedman-Gurspan, the first openly transgender White House staff member, to serve as
outreach and recruitment director for the Office of Presidential Personnel (Ohlheiser, 2015).
According to Sheridan (2013), a majority of Fortune 500 companies have non-discrimination
gender identity and expression policies in place because these executives understand that
inclusion of gender diverse employees is a lucrative financial and business strategy for their
companies’ success.
Despite the heightened interest and dialogue about the trans community, there are
alarming disparities that unfortunately are not shared as fervently as Caitlyn’s Vanity Fair
photos. According to a 2011 survey published by the National Center for Transgender Equality
(NCTE) and the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, in which 6,400 transgender persons
participated, 41% of those who identify as transgender have attempted suicide compared to just
1.6% of those in cisgender (meaning self-identity corresponds to the biological sex and gender
assigned at birth) or the non-trans population. According to the same survey, trans individuals
are four times more likely to live well below the poverty line and face higher rates of
unemployment. They experience higher rates of housing, health care, and employment
discrimination. They make-up the largest portion of sex-trafficked workers. They are more likely
to be victims of homelessness, sexual and physical assaults, and violent or deadly attacks.
According to the Trans Respect Versus Transphobia Worldwide research project (2014), there
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has been 2,115 reported murders of trans people in 65 countries worldwide between January 1,
2008 and April 30, 2016.
Those who identify as transgender have numerous ongoing and important personal
decisions to make. One of those decisions is around the issue of transitioning. Transitioning is a
complex and individualized process that involves changing (or not changing) one’s gender
presentation to better match internal sense of identity (Bornstein, 1994). Stryker (2008) said that
it can involve simply identifying (publically or privately) as transgender but choosing not to do
anything to alter one’s outward gender presentation. Transitioning can also be carried out
socially, materially, or medically and completed in steps or simultaneously. Those who undergo
social transition may begin using a different name or pronouns. Those who undergo material
transitioning may dress in accessories or clothing typically associated with another gender.
Those who medically transition may pursue hormonal or surgical interventions to alter their
gender appearance (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010).
Another significant aspect of transitioning that is not discussed as readily is the age that
someone decides to transition. Toddlers and pre-pubescent children are argued to be too young to
have any feelings of gender dissonance labeled as transgender (Zucker & Bradley, 1995). They
are still developing biopsychosocially and therefore their gender identity is thought to be in
formation as well (Zucker & Bradley, 1995). Older adults, like Caitlyn (age 65 at transition),
who come out as transgender are often deemed as confused and experiencing some type of
existential crisis. They are called selfish for exposing their family, friends, and career to such
upheaval. Their transition is often seen as impulsive and erratic, the actions of a younger,
immature adult, not those of a more mature and wise one. Some critics have expressed that if
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older adults have been able to survive a significant length of time as the ‘wrong’ gender the
burden of transitioning seems unnecessary and destructive (Cascio, 2013).
Cascio, a female-to-male (FTM) trans person, Internet blogger, author, and activist, has
shared his thoughts and experiences about transitioning after the age of 40 in several online
articles and blogs. According to Cascio (2013), it is more difficult to transition as an older adult.
Life stories are intricately woven into the years spent as the gender assigned at birth (Bernstein,
2006). An older adult may face uncomfortableness at work and uncertain employment security
when transitioning on the job. Hormone therapy may take longer to impact secondary sex
characteristics and produce less satisfactory aesthetic effect (Mock, 2014). According to
Bornstein (1994), those who transition later in life may encounter more difficulty taking on the
behaviors expected of their newly expressed gender and they are more likely to encounter
resistance to their new gender expression from significant others. Feinberg (1998) expressed that
moving from a dominant gender that is privileged and socially imbued with power to a gender
that is treated as less powerful, less capable, and less privileged is often a jarring and difficult
transition for some. The proscriptive ways of doing ‘female’ can be challenging to adopt
especially after decades of being socially perceived of as male (Bornstein, 1994).
Although there is increased interest and chatter about the trans community, most of the
conversations and attempts to understand the population occur within a hegemonic, bi-gender
(male/female) discourse. According to Moloney and Fensternmaker (2002), this means that
cisgender identities assume the dominant role in society and represent what is ‘normal’. Judith
Butler (1991) posits that anyone who falls outside of the language and performance of their
expected gender may face internal and external challenges. Connell (1987) observed that society
frames gender as being static and either male or female and Alsop, Fitzsimons, and Lennon
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(2002) argued that this simplistic and erroneous polarity is seldom questioned yet plays an
extremely central role in our daily interactions with self and others. Davies (2000) further
expanded such thinking with the following, “We perceive the world from a gendered subject
position and we re-create the sexist [and trans hostile] world by re-creating the male/female
dualism in the things we say and do” (p. 40). An example of this binary recreation can be
observed in a growing trend known as gender reveal parties where expecting parents announce
the sex of their unborn child and then immediately gender the child according to gendered
norms. These parties uphold the gender binary and create gender expectations for the child (and
the parents) before the birth.
Counselors play a vital and unique role in helping transgender individuals navigate the
sometimes confusing, gender dualistic, and hostile world that they may encounter. As previously
mentioned, transgender clients run a greater risk of suicide attempts, psychological distress, and
victimization and, as a result, they may be less likely to seek counseling services. Wester,
McDonough, White, Vogel, and Taylor (2010) said that it is important that when trans clients do,
they encounter transliterate and transpositive counselors. Unfortunately, most counselors
complete graduate studies with little to no training about the experiences and needs of this
population and the essentials of trans-competent care (Carroll, Gilroy, & Ryan, 2002). Lev
(2004) posited that most counselors need to be self-directed and motivated in educating
themselves about the needs of the trans community, and for some, this move to self-educate only
occurs when faced with a transgender client for the first time. Since counselors often act as
'transition assistants' for trans clients it is essential that they identify their own gender biases and
expectations, be knowledgeable about the social and physical ways that gender can be expressed,
and work to move beyond a binary view of gender. In addition to being transition assistants,
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counselors play the role of gender police meaning that they are often the deciding entity in trans
persons access to medical interventions like hormones and surgery for transitioning (Nagoshi &
Brzuzy, 2010). This makes it even more essential that counselors have appropriate information
that is germane to trans experiences (Budge, Adelson, & Howard, 2013). Most counseling
programs expose students to various behavioral, psychosocial, and identity developmental
models from theorists like Erikson, Piaget, Freud and inherent in these models is the belief that
older humans should have established identities. There is limited information about the transition
experiences and needs of those who transition later in life and this research helps fill in this gap
by providing counselors with a framework with which to help contextualize the gender and
embodied experiences of their older trans clients and the gender messages that they may
negotiate prior to, during, and after their transition.
Theoretical Framework
Theories offer qualitative researchers complex and wide-ranging conceptual
understandings of social phenomena that cannot otherwise be stripped down to exact causes
(Crotty, 1998). Theories provide different ‘lenses’ through which to view socially complicated
issues like gender and gender identity. In order to join and further move the gender discourse and
equity conversation, I used transgender theory as the primary theoretical lens for this research.
To better understand transgender theory and its application to this research project, it will be
helpful to review the theory’s history. Therefore, I will start with a description of
poststructuralism, as conceptualized by Judith Butler (1994) and Michel Foucault (1997a),
because it offers useful accounts of how society orders gender and serves as an important piece
in the formation of transgender theory. Then, I will introduce queer theory (Butler, 1990, 1993;
Sedgwick, 1990) to outline how it has served as a theoretical bridge between poststructuralism
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and transgender theory. Lastly, I will discuss transgender theory (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010;
Nagoshi, Nagoshi, & Brzuzy, 2014), and the insights that it offers on the nature of gender,
gender identity, and embodiment in understanding the lived experiences of transgender
individuals.
Poststructuralism
Foucault (1997a) suggested that poststructuralism destabilizes absolute notions such as
truth, reality, and meaning and posited that these things, most things really, are socially
constructed. Butler (1993) furthered this idea when she suggested that truth is relative and
arbitrary. It is created not already present in something. Using a poststructural lens to gaze at my
research allows me to challenge and dismantle the concepts and language that has constructed
the male/female binary and non-trans identity as ‘natural’, fixed, and stable concepts (Lorber,
2000).
In her book Gender Trouble (1990), Judith Butler identified poststructuralism as the
rejection of “the claims of totality and universality and the presumption of binary structural
oppositions that implicitly operate to quell the insistent ambiguity and openness of linguistic and
cultural signification” (p. 40). In other words, Butler’s position is that what is treated as
‘naturally-occurring’ categories such as sex and gender are actually just repeatedly constructed
and re-constructed behaviors that are performed long enough that we forget it is all made up in
the first place. West and Zimmerman (1987) proposed that these reiterations of gender
performance become accepted as ontological ‘truths’ when this is not the case. Such accepted
truths should be deconstructed, its validity claims turned inside out and faulty scaffolding
revealed.
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Butler’s (1990) view of gender performance draws from Foucault’s (1972) idea of
‘regulatory discourses’ in deconstructing binary notions of gender. According to Foucault,
discourses are constructed and can be anything that transmits meaning such as words, pictures,
stories, and cultural artifacts. They can also be things that we do like social and cultural
practices. Foucault described discourses as “practices that systematically form the objects of
which they speak. Discourses are not about objects; they constitute them and in the practice of
doing so conceal their own intervention” (p. 49). According to Sawyer (2002), it is through
discourse that meanings, subjects, and subjectivities are formed and Foucault (1972) held that
they establish who we are and how we behave. In terms of gender and identity, Foucault (1995)
suggested that discourses create regulatory spaces in which identities are shaped, strengthened
and imitated. These discourses, which could be likened to a ubiquitous disciplinary regime, are
used as a way to sustain social control over how we think about and do gender and to ensure that
formed identities are in line with heteronormativity (Butler, 1999).
There are discursive instructions on how to perform gender in our social and cultural
spaces (Alsop et al., 2002). According to Butler (1999) and Foucault (1995, 1997b), these gender
blueprints or regulative discourses are compulsory and established in advance. When our gender
performances iteratively adhere to the rules about gender, the behaviors are regarded even more
as natural and absolute truths than constituted and reconstituted constructs. When our gender
performance deviates from the obligatory gender rules, Foucault (1995) said that society
disciplines us and, if we fail to comply, it punishes us. Poststructuralism provides a way for us to
think about gender as a social construction, something that we have produced and that has
deleterious consequences for trans and non-trans identified individuals. Because
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poststructuralism suggests that gender is a fiction, we can use it to create new ways of thinking
about gender and trans identities.
Queer Theory
Many theories and schools of thought have grown out of poststructuralism and one of
these is queer theory. Queer theory explores issues of sexuality, power, and marginalized
populations (especially women, gays, and lesbians). The term ‘queer theory’ was coined in 1990
and then furthered expanded in a special issue journal article by Teresa de Lauretis (1991) in
which she explained the interrelated and critical points that formed queer theory. First, according
to de Lauretis, queer theory was a rejection of heterosexuality as the standard for all sexual
formations; second, it was the disruption of the frequent assumption that lesbian and gay studies
was a solitary, homogeneous body of work; and lastly, it intentionally highlighted the multiple
ways in which other identity categories (like race) could influence sexual identities and
subjectivities. Queer theory was furthered expanded by intellectuals such as Butler (1990, 1991)
and Eve Sedgwick (1990, 1998) both of whom brought deconstructionist critique to issues of
sexual identity and heteronormative ideology and discourse. These theorists challenged the
cogency and dependability of heteronormative discourse, and focused to a large degree on nonheteronormative sexualities and sexual practices in their work. For example, disorganizing and
deconstructing heterosexuality as a universal norm was an important concept in much of
Sedgwick’s interdisciplinary work. In Epistemology of the Closet (1990), Sedgwick wrote about
the ‘regime of the open secret’ (p.46) and how heteronormativity structure ways of knowing,
being, and identifying (and simultaneously not knowing, not being, not identifying) as gay or
lesbian. Her explication of the pervasiveness of heteronormative discourse and how it informs
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what is possible to know or say about homosexuality was an important developmental
component of queer theory.
Like all theories, there are some perceived limitations of queer theory. For example,
Malinowitz (1993) argued that the jargon of queer theory limited its accessibility and influence
to intellectuals and those in higher education, both privileged and exclusive groups. Halperin
(1995) argued that the flaw of queer theory was its name. The word ‘queer’ did not define or
signify any specific sexual or gender identity, allowing space for straight identified people to be
queer and thus depriving gays and lesbians of the distinctiveness of their marginalized
experiences. Jagose (1996) argued that queer theory was counterintuitive to understanding
sexual identities (especially sexual minority identities) because it destabilized all notions of
identity a priori. Smith (2010) argued that queer theory is a postcolonial theory for white affluent
males who have the privilege and power to destroy sociocultural boundaries and norms while
non-privileged queers are marginalized by and penalized for their inability to transcend their own
social location.
Although ‘queering’ norms is one of the primary functions of queer theory, critics voiced
that it also maintained norms in the gay and lesbian community (Gauntlet, 2008). For instance,
‘feminine’ gay men and ‘masculine’ lesbians are often labeled negatively in larger society and
within the gay and lesbian community, further perpetuating heteronormative gender roles and
creating a kind of transphobic dilemma within the community. In order to do transformative
work, Cohen (1997) posited that instead of immediately neutralizing identities we must
acknowledge and utilize the intersectionality of sexuality, race, gender, economics, and class to
radically destabilize and redeploy them. This notion of utilizing intersectionality to better
understand gender identity became one of the founding theoretical tenets of transgender theory.
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Transgender Theory
Transgender theory, which draws from poststructuralism and queer theories is a newer
theoretical orientation that takes into account the unique experiences of transgender people
(Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010; Nagoshi et al., 2014). Transgender theory is useful in two ways. First,
it recognizes that sex and gender are not one in the same, it questions essential notions of gender
and gender identity, and challenges the gender binary (Stryker, 2008). Second, unlike its
poststructuralist parent, transgender theory purports that identifying with one’s oppressed
identity can be empowering and a strong catalyst for personal and social change (Hausman,
2001). Deconstructing gender to the degree that poststructuralism supports can potentially strip
away this meaningful stimulus. In addition, Nagoshi et al. (2014) pose that it is impossible to
conceptualize trans identity without taking into account the multiple points of intersects between
socially and self-constructed aspects of self as well as one’s bodily experiences of gender.
Destabilizing these intersects fail to take into account the multifarious workings of trans identity
formation.
Transgender theorists like Jagose (2009) and Nagoshi et al. (2014) posit that gender
should not be deconstructed to such a degree that the individual trans experience is lost. To help
mitigate this, narratives are privileged and used to highlight and understand individual lived
experiences. Monro (2000) expressed that narratives capture the intersectionality of and
limitations on the fluidity of gender imposed by the body, biology, social structures, and one’s
sense of self. Forming one’s gender and social identity is a narrative, interactional process that is
continuously shaped by experiences with one’s body, intrinsic view of self, and societal
messages received. According to Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010), “the autonomous self exists only
in relationship to and interactions with these embodied, self-constructed, and socially constructed
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aspects of identity” (p. 437) and the autonomous trans self can only be understood when these
facets are actively integrated. Calling out discourses that create and maintain heteronormativity
is the responsibility of all persons in society, not just those who identity as transgender; however,
there is much that can be learned from the narratives of trans individuals on how to challenge
these gender notions. Ekins and King (2006) proposed that by empowering narratives or
‘transcendent stories’ space is created to topple and go beyond the gender divide. Transgender
theory is best suited for this research because it offers room for transnarratives that have been
stifled by and ignored in cultural and even some counseling academic discourses to be heard.
Purpose Statement
In this transgender theory life story study, I interviewed 3-4 male-to-female transgender
participants who have transitioned between the ages of 40-55, within the last 5 years, and while
residing in an urban city in the Mid-South to learn more about the sociocultural and discursive
influences of their gendered and embodied experiences. With this in mind, the following
research questions guided this study:
1. How do transgender individuals experience gender pre and post transition?
2. How do transgender individuals negotiate gender messages?
3. How do transgender individuals experience their bodies pre and post transition?
4. How do transgender individuals negotiate body messages?
Theoretical Framework
As previously stated, this study utilized transgender theory as a lens to view gender
transitioning. This theory holds that discourse is contrived and identity is fluid, contextual, and
multifarious and that some voices are silenced because of exclusionary societal practices and
systems of belief. The longer that a person is subjected to these oppressive systems the harder it
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can be to move beyond them. This can make acceptance of those who transition as well as
transitioning at an older age all the more challenging.
Methodology and Method
Methodology, according to Harding (1987), provides a model and breakdown of how
research should be developed and carried out. It explains the general context for how and why
we complete our research in the manner that we do as well as how we plan to obtain and use the
knowledge and understanding gleaned from the research. It can help in the design of our
research, choice of methods, and links these things to our desired research outcomes. As a
methodology, narrative inquiry helps us glean understanding of experiences via the use of
narratives. It can highlight ethical matters as well as shape new theoretical understandings of
others’ experiences. Narrative inquiry is a pervasive procedure in that,
Human beings have lived out and told stories about living for as long as we could talk.
And then we have talked about the stories we tell for almost as long. These lived and told
stories and the talk about the stories are one of the ways that we fill our world with
meaning and enlist one another’s assistance in building lives and communities.
(Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 35)
As a methodology, narrative inquiry holds as key tenets that all stories are important and
add uniquely to our understanding of our social worlds (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). It calls for
the amplification of marginalized voices and brings those voices into new contextualized spaces.
According to poststructuralists and transgender theorists, narratives are particularly salient in
accomplishing the intended work of these theories. Narratives capture the dynamic
intersectionality of lived experiences. In addition to being a methodology, narrative inquiry also
serves as a method or way of collecting data for qualitative inquiry. For the purposes of this
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study, I will use life story interviews as my method. According to Linde (1993) and Atkinson
(1998), life story interviews focus on how participants chronicle their lives. It highlights the
language used to tell stories from their past and present, and it focuses on the myriad of
relationships that have been instrumental to their identity development. Given narrative inquiry’s
breadth as a methodology, I use the term transgender theory life history study to specify stories
that are told by trans individuals about their transition experiences.
Site Selection and Participants
To recruit potential participants for this study, I first identified transgender friendly and
inclusive organizations (e.g., community centers, churches, social clubs) and transgender support
groups in mid-south urban communities. These sites served as my initial channels to locate
potential participants. For logistical convenience, I recruited participants who live in and have
transitioned while residing in the Mid-South. I focused on participants from this area to account
for potential discourse and regional influences on transitioning and gender identity formation.
For the sake of this study, transgender was defined as those whose gender expression diverges
from what is usually associated with the biological sex they were assigned at birth. To qualify for
this study, participants had to meet the following criteria:
1) self-identify as transgender;
2) have undergone physical and/or social transitioning between the ages of 40-55 years;
3) transitioned in the last five years;
4) transitioned while residing in a mid-south urban environment; and,
5) identify as their preferred gender(s) fulltime.
Use of medical assistance for transitioning (surgery, hormone replacement therapy) was not a
requirement for participation. I shared the purpose and goals of this study with organizational
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administrators and support group leaders and asked that they display flyers about the study in
their respective facilities and on their social media sites. I asked these individuals for other
potential recruitment sites. As potential participants were identified, I conducted interviews with
them and then used snowball sampling to recruit a total of 2-3 adults who also met study criteria.
I interviewed 3 participants but one of the participants withdraw from the study after the
interview citing that she is afraid of being outed as several important people in her life do not
know that she is trans. Helen, a 47-year-old transgender female who transitioned just 8 months
prior to the interview, and Maggie, a 52-year-old transgender female who began her transition
approximately 4½ years ago.
Significance of the Study
Counselors play a significant role in the gender transition process and Nagoshi and
Brzuzy (2010), said that counselors often serve as ‘transition assistants’ for transgender clients
seeking social and/or physical transitioning. Individuals experiencing gender incongruence and
associated distress often seek counselors for guidance and support. Counselors act as mediator
between clients, insurance companies, and medical professionals when hormonal or surgical
transition options are explored. Despite these important responsibilities, counselors often
complete counseling programs and certification and licensure requirements without ever learning
about best practices and possible obligations when working with transgender clients. They are
often not provided with opportunities to explore their positionality on gender transitioning nor
educated about how discourse upholds heteronormativity and shapes societal and their own
personal views on the matter. Many counselors are forced to independently educate themselves
about their transgender clients, or worst yet, some counselors may expect the clients to educate
them. Counselors who turn to the literature may be underwhelmed by the amount of information
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coming from the profession concerning the experiences of older transgender adults. There is little
research that uses trans stories or counter-narratives from this demographic to challenge
regulatory discourse and fold it back upon itself to reveal its limitations and opportunities for
redeployment (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2014). This research bridges a gap in the counseling literature
as well as provides a blueprint for other ways counselors can conceptualize and talk about gender
and identity. It also provides relevant and assistive information for those who may be struggling
with transitioning or those interacting with this population professionally and personally.
Chapter Descriptions
This first chapter has provided a synopsis of the purpose for the study including
background, contextual, and theoretical information, along with a statement of the problem, and
a framework for the research design. The remainder of this research offers an expanded account
of topics discussed here in Chapter 1. Chapter 2 explains the theoretical framework and
literature review framing this study in greater detail. Chapter 3 describes in greater detail the
methodology and methods that were utilized in this study along with my subjectivity statement,
how trustworthiness was established, and the steps related to analysis, interpretation, and
representation. Chapters 4 and 5 provides the analysis and representation of Helen’s and
Maggie’s interviews, respectively. Chapter 6 consists of the “Dear Counselor” letters that each
participant wrote detailing what they wanted counselors to know about them and other adults
who transition later in life. Finally, Chapter 7 includes the implications, recommendations, and
limitations for this study. Additionally, several pieces of information can be found at the end of
this study in the appendices including the interview guide, IRB approval form, consent form,
participant information, excerpts from my researcher journal, and a list of commonalities found
between the interviews.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
In this chapter I will expound on poststructuralism, queer theory, and transgender theory.
I will provide a theoretical timeline that outlines how transgender theory grew from
poststructuralist thought. First, I will explore poststructuralism and reference major contributors
as well as important theoretical tenets like discourse, knowledge, truth, power, and discipline.
Next, I will address queer theory and how it serves as a sort of theoretical bridge between
poststructuralism and transgender theory. I will highlight the ways queer theory was used to
achieve inclusion and acceptance for previously subjugated groups, as well address the critiques
that it subjugated transgender individuals. Third, I will introduce transgender theory. I will
address how it is a response to the limitations found in queer theory, and how it problematizes
deconstruction, which is integral to poststructuralism. I will also address some of the
exclusionary critiques levied against transgender theory and groups that may not be adequately
represented with this theory. Finally, I will address how counselors can use transgender theory
when working with their clients as well as the potential limitations and implications for the field
of counseling.
Poststructuralism
Poststructuralism is a broad term that, for the most part, examines concepts such as
contingency, multiplicity, fragmentation, and deconstruction. Ideological frameworks that
attempt to clearly delineate and establish the boundary of truth and knowledge are called into
question and rejected in poststructuralism. It focuses on the deployment and operation of
language, the construction of meaning, and the ways in which power and knowledge are
combined to create acceptable and disparaged social practices as well as ways of knowing and
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being. It is highly skeptical about any claims of (capital T) Truth and incompatible to any
assertion that one or another interpretation of reality is the only way in which it may be
understood. Binary notions of gender, heteronormativity, and socially prescriptive gender ‘rules’
fall apart under the gaze of poststructuralism making space for different ways of conceptualizing
and doing gender. Another important tenet of poststructuralism is the work that it enables and
accomplishes concerning self and subjectivity. Simply defined, subjectivity is our sense of self
and our relation to and place in the world. Poststructuralism maintains that sense of self is
impacted by power and discourse. The notion of the self is a site of discord and struggle that is
always in development and shaped within power relations (Jackson, 2012). Perhaps one of the
more distinguishing features of poststructuralist social thought is the assertion that we (subjects)
are constituted in discourse. There is no true ‘essence’ or authenticity to subjects, but instead,
discursive classifications create the conditions of possibility for the development of different
types of subjectivities. These discursive formations are socially constructed and therefore can be
undone, rescripted, and rejected. Another poststructuralist view of subjectivity is incoherency,
meaning that although we (subjects) are constituted in discourse, the discourses that signify us
are sometimes rivals and always incomplete, questionable, and unstable, never coming to rest
tidily as permanent structures. These rioting discursive struggles mean that constructs such as
‘reality’ and ‘subjectivity’ are constantly and permanently under construction and called into
question. The last point to be made about subjectivity and poststructuralism is that
poststructuralism maintains that we (subjects) are opaque to ourselves. In other words, because
we are already constituted within discourse, we cannot fully account for how this discourse has
shaped our sense of self. “If we are formed in the context of relations that become partially
irrecoverable to us, then that opacity seems built into our formation and follows from our status
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as beings who are formed in relations of dependency” (Butler, 2005, p. 20). Pertaining to this
study, the work that poststructuralism does with subjectivity is particularly helpful because it
dispels any essentialist notions of self. Who we are is socially constructed, contextual, and
established within discourse; therefore, it is more problematic to assume that heteronormative
identity and rules are the standard. Because who we are is relative, there is potentially more
freedom to adopt a different gender identity than what is proscribed by discourse.
Although Michel Foucault never claimed to be a poststructuralist, he has, nevertheless,
been highly influential in the development and conceptualization of poststructuralism. Foucault’s
writings (citations) about power, knowledge, truth, subjectivity, and discourse have been
especially useful in shaping poststructural perspective. In order to better understand how people
function in society, how they relate to others, how they form their subjectivities or views of
themselves, and how cultural and material practices intertwine in this understanding, Foucault
(1995) maintained that we have to investigate and explain how power is deployed and how
power and knowledge work together in society.
Power
Power is often understood as the despotic force of the powerful imposing their will on
helpless people. Power is conceived as the capacity to impose your will upon people and make
them do something that they would not otherwise do. Power is a prized possession that the
powerful want to maintain and the powerless want to usurp. Foucault (1980a) criticized this
interpretation and instead proposed that power is something that is performative and strategic.
Power is something that has to be constantly enacted, not something to be achieved. According
to Foucault (1980b), “power must be analyzed as something which circulates, or as something
which only functions in the form of a chain…Power is employed and exercised through a netlike
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organization… Individuals are the vehicles of power, not its points of application” (p. 80).
Individuals are not only recipients of power but also the place where power is performed and
challenged. This interpretation of power as both repressive and productive is particularly helpful
for marginalized groups in society. For transgender individuals, the oppression they face because
of their gender identity can also be the catalyst for their freedom.
Foucault (1980a) theorized power as something more than the ‘haves vs. the have nots.’
Power is repressive and oppressive and at the same time it is also productive. It has the ability to
create or produce behaviors and events, not just limit freedom and restrain individuals. Taking
this view of power, Foucault (1980a) proposed in The History of Sexuality, An Introduction,
Volume I that something else is also at play in unequal power relations that compel people to
conform. Foucault (1980a) proposed a social relational view of power to help explain conformity
to power as well as its restrictive and productive nature.
According to Foucault (1980b), power works in an ongoing, inconspicuous manner from
the bottom up in our daily social relations or “micropractices”. To better recognize the relational
nature of power and how it functions, our micropractices should be considered within their
discursive contexts. This hermeneutical contemplation helps to focus our attention on the
historical interconnectedness of power, discourse, and institutional practices and in turn helps us
to take a more critical view of taken for granted knowledge and practices.
Foucault (1977) maintained that the operation of power within our daily social practices
is usually expressed in a fractional and confined way. It usually emanates from disciplinary
institutions that produce microtechniques to objectify and regulate (and when needed, discipline)
those within. In Discipline and Punish (1977), Foucault examined discipline and how it is a
form of self-regulation fostered by institutions in modern societies. According to Foucault
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(1977), regulatory institutions and systems (and I would also add society here, that is everything
that constitutes the present-material, ideological, or otherwise) are more than just oppressive
entities and we should analyze the mechanisms and techniques used by institutions to regulate
and control our behaviors. Foucault (1977) said that in order for discipline to work, it has to
involve a concern for control that is internalized by each of us. These concerns can range from
the seemingly insignificant (like how to sit or stand) to the more serious (like who and how we
should love or how we can gender identify). According to Foucault (1977), these concerns about
our behavioral practices and ways of being are the effects of disciplinary pressure. They are
actions that produce us as followers to norms that come from outside ourselves and whose
primary aim is self-discipline and self-regulation. Because they have been so thoroughly
indoctrinated and internalized by individuals in society, disciplinary norms are often not
considered as originating from external institutions. Instead, these behaviors and practices seem
so intrinsically innate and natural that we find it hard to conceptualize what life would be like
without them. Considering this perspective, one can theorize that the roles assigned to a gender
become internalized. They are so pervasive that they appear innate and natural. When someone
behaves, dresses, speaks, stands, or sits in a way that is “unnatural” or not associated with their
ascribed gender they could be punished, ridiculed, shamed, or assaulted. In order to avoid this
discipline, someone could decide to hide their gender identity and sense of who they are, and
publically engage in the expected behaviors of their assigned gender.
For Foucault (1977), discipline is a set of tactics, techniques and systems of behaving
associated with particular institutional contexts that then infiltrate cognitions and behaviors. One
of the disciplinary structures which has been most often referred to by those using Foucault’s
(1977) ideas of power is the panopticon. The panopticon is an architectural design described as a
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way of positioning people so that it is possible to see all of them all of the time without the
observer being seen by the people. Foucault (1977) argued that this architectural example of
maximal observation of others while remaining unseen, stands as a metaphorical model of how
self-regulating disciplinary practices operate in modern society and how individuals are forced to
act as if they are constantly being watched even when they are not, thereby creating a particular
form of power relation and restriction of behaviors. Disciplinary structures need visibility to
control effectively. Smart (1985) explained this idea as follows:
It is important to remember that the power exercised through hierarchical surveillance is
not a possession or property, rather it has the character of a machine or apparatus through
which power is produced and individuals are distributed in a permanent and continuous
field. (p. 86)
Those under observation in the panopticon (and society) are pushed to adopt the disciplinary
gaze so that they assume personal responsibility for the restrictions of power against them, and
by doing so, they simultaneously play the roles of police and policed of themselves. Foucault
(1995) said that they become the “principle of their own subjection” (pp. 202-203) creating a
new form of power relation. Rather than power being exerted on the body through torture or
force by someone with authority, the observed now performs both roles because they have taken
on the rules of the oppressor and will behave as though they are under constant observation. This
metaphor of the panopticon and internalized surveillance could offer insight on how Maggie, a
52-year-old person assigned male at birth, married to a person assigned female at birth, father of
two, and former military veteran, may finally decide to come out as transgender at the age of 47.
Perhaps for years she “policed” her sense of gender, never displayed restricted gender behaviors
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but instead hyper-engaged in relationships and activities that confirmed her masculinity and
conformed to discursive expectations.
Interestingly, in the panopticon, Foucault (1977, 1995) also indicated that regulatory
power does not only impact those being observed but it also surveils and constrains the
observers, those presumed to be in more dominant, authoritative roles. In fact, Foucault (1995)
argued that those who seemingly have more influence and power have to constantly align
themselves with the dominant discursive practices meant to restrict others. Because of the
continuous self-alignment required to maintain the illusion of power, they become acquiescent
and conforming beings who become more subjugated by regulatory practices than the intended
targets. From this perspective, those presumably less powerful have less restrictions and more
freedom and choices from which they can select. Those with more power become stagnated and
regulated by the very discursive rules meant to control others.
In his analysis of power and the relationship between the individual and society, Foucault
(1977, 1995) does not assume that individuals are powerless against institutions or the societies
in which they live. He also, however, does not disregard or minimize the restrictions placed on
individuals by society and institutions. In fact, much of his work is centered upon the ways
society and institutions act upon individuals. By scrutinizing how power is disbursed, Foucault
(1995) provides another way to view power and its performance as well as points for resistance.
According to Foucault (1977, 1995), power can have progressive and productive
outcomes. In The History of Sexuality, Volume 1, Foucault (1980a) wrote that where there is
power, there is also resistance. Resistance is written into the construct and application of power.
One cannot exist without the other in power relations. This statement is dynamic and imbued
with creative potential because it indicates that power struggles cannot be reduced to “BIG
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ME/little you” scenarios. People, regardless of their positioning on the power spectrum, are more
than just passive subordinates. They can and do resist power more often than realized. James
Scott (1990) in Domination and the Arts of Resistance, elaborated on this when he indicated that
the true litmus test for power analysis is not how the presumed powerful and powerless act
together but how they perform in the presence of their peers. According to Scott (1990), with our
equals, we co-construct a concealed rulebook that consists of the behaviors and rules that we
cannot share with others outside of the peer group. So, in order to examine power relations we
must investigate the total relations of power, the hidden rules as well as the public performance.
In this vein then, the 55-year-old mentioned above could have shown resistance to oppressive
power by secretly attending a support group for transgender individuals and dressing and
behaving in a way congruent with his gender identity during the meetings. He could perform as a
‘cross dresser’ (a person who dress and accessorize in items associated with another gender) at
clubs in another town. He could dress as feminine super heroes every Halloween. These actions,
even if hidden, illustrate Foucault’s (1980b) idea of the sites of resistance inherent in power.
According to Foucault (1980b) in Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews,
What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t
only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it
induces pleasure, forms of knowledge, produces discourse. (p. 199)
Power is an unstable feature and because it is unstable, it can be challenged, torn down, and
redeployed in other ways (Foucault, 1977, 1980b). This view of power provides another way of
analyzing power relations in society, focusing more on resistance and the possibilities produced
by problematic power relations than on passive oppression. With this analysis of power, Foucault
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(1977) stresses that individuals have freer will and autonomy than recognized (by self and
regulatory structures) to resist oppressive power and transform their lives.
Power, Knowledge, & Truth
Viewing power as relational and always mutable also provides a different way to think
about knowledge and how knowledge is an effect of power. In some of Foucault’s (1972) early
work, like The Archeology of Knowledge, he was interested in how we come to accept certain
statements as truth (knowledge) and how these truths become the compass that guide our lives.
In other words, he was interested in the relationship between truth and knowledge. What
Foucault soon realized in his quest to understand truth and knowledge is the conundrum of
power and knowledge, which he eventually began writing as power/knowledge in subsequent
works like Discipline and Punish (1977) and The History of Sexuality, Volume 1 (1980a).
According to Foucault 1980a), knowledge is formed within power relations. Power yields
knowledge as well as recognizable and intelligible subjects/people. How people are defined, or
how sense is constructed about who and how people are, is the working of power, thus
highlighting the complex and inseparable connections between power, knowledge, and the
subject. Foucault’s (1972) power/knowledge analysis reveals how our behaviors and actions are
temporal and confined and how conflict and resistance are conditionally rooted in specific and
ever-changing relations of power. Therefore, power and knowledge continuously express one
another in personal and social practices. Understanding power/knowledge can help explain how
cultural and material practices bind power and knowledge together to form subjectivities
(Jackson & Mazzei, 2012).
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Discourse
The last thing that I would like to discuss concerning Foucault’s rationalization of power,
is the link that he made between power and discourse (Foucault, 1972). Conceptualizing power
as interactive and fluctuating opens space to consider how power also impacts discourse, but
first, it may be helpful to review how Foucault intellectualized and defined discourse within
some of his works. Foucault (1972, 1981) talked about discourse in multiple ways throughout his
writings. In The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972), he used discourse to refer to the “general
domain of all statements, sometimes as individualized group statements, and sometimes as a
regulated practice that accounts for a number of statements” (p. 80). In other words, Foucault is
saying that discourse can signify all sounds and statements that have ever been uttered, carries
meaning, and has some influence. He has also used discourse to reference regulated groups of
sounds, words, and phrases that merge with others in expected patterns to simulate a reality
(Foucault, 1981).
For the purpose of this study, it is important to note that I am framing discourse as more
than words and language and I do not assume there is a straightforward and unilateral
relationship between discourse and reality. Discourse does not transform reality into language,
instead it is a method which constructs the way reality is perceived (Foucault, 1981).
We must conceive of discourse as a violence which we do to things, or in any case as a
practice which we impose on them; and it is in this practice that the events of discourse
find the principle of their regularity. (p. 67)
The normalcy inferred in the world is the result of the inconspicuous and consistent working of
discourse that then shapes perceptions of reality. According to Foucault (1981), discourse limits
and restricts our perceptions. Although we could potentially speak in infinite ways, we elect to
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speak within constricted boundaries. Bouchard (1977), drawing on Foucault’s work, attributed
this to discursive practices which Bouchard described as a “delimitation of a field of objects, the
definition of a legitimate perspective for agents of knowledge and the fixing of norms for the
elaboration of concepts and theories” (p. 199).
According to Foucault (1981), discourse is structured and controlled by regulatory
instructions that dictate which sounds, words, or phrases will be circulated and which will be
repressed. Discursive exclusionary practice is influential in Foucault’s work on discourse,
particularly in The Order of Discourse (1981), and this exclusionary view will also serve as the
template for how I conceptualize and utilize discourse in this study. According to Foucault
(1981), discourse is more than just an array of words and statements that together form some
coherent idea. It should also be conceptualized as subsisting because of multifaceted and
complicated practices that keep some discourse in circulation while keeping other discourse
barred and inaccessible.
Foucault (1980a) maintained that discourse is inextricably linked to power relations but
that discourse is more than the push of a set of ideas on individuals. Foucault (1980a) stated that:
Discourses are not once and for all subservient to power or raised up against it, any more
than silences are. We must make allowances for the complex and unstable processes
whereby discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a
hindrance, a stumbling block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing
strategy. Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines it
and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it. (pp. 100-101)
In other words, Foucault is proposing that discourse (like power) is simultaneously an instrument
of oppression and resistance.
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Foucault (1981) was also interested in the way that discourse was controlled and
dispersed, in other words, what could be said and by whom? More importantly, he was interested
in the conditions that make this type of ubiquitous control possible.
In every society the production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organized and
redistributed by a certain number of procedures, whose role is to ward off its powers and
dangers, to gain mastery over its chance events, to evade its ponderous, formidable
materiality. (Foucault, 1981, p. 52)
Foucault (1975) expounded on discourse formation and regulation and proposed certain
procedures that both produce and restrain discourse. He suggested that the taboo, the schism
between sane and ‘insane’, and the disparity between what is considered truth and lie (and who
can speak the truth) are three external sanctions that regulate what can and cannot be voiced.
Taboo is prohibiting because it makes it challenging to talk about certain subjects like the
temporal and fluid nature of gender or sex and limits the way that we talk about these matters
(Mills, 2003). Foucault (1965) explained in Madness and Civilization the ways that those
diagnosed with mental illness (invisible beings) are largely ignored in society, even in matters
pertaining to their own care and personal needs. Mental health counselors and therapists use the
American Psychiatric Association’s (APA) Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Disorders
(DSM, 2013) to diagnose clients who report or display incongruent gender behaviors with a
disorder (e.g., gender dysphoria). With regards to veracity and falsehood, Foucault (1997b)
maintained that institutions and those in authoritative roles (‘experts’) can speak the truth. Those
who make claims about gender identity but lack the appropriate credentials or power positioning
may be ignored or considered frauds and fakes.
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If discourse, though laden with restriction and presumptions, is the way in which we
communicate with others and come to understand ourselves and our place in the world, how does
discourse impact our expression of self, identity, and body? According to Foucault (1980a), the
body can be comprehended only through discursive negotiation, that is, our sense and insight of
our body occurs via discourse. We can only reason, experience material things, and make sense
of our world through discourse and the structures it foists on our thinking. We sort, label, and
interpret incidences and experiences according to the discursive structures accessible to us and
during interpretation we impart a legitimacy and normality to the structures that is difficult to
interrogate. Foucault (1981) captured the struggle of articulating one’s sense of self and body
through discourse in the following. He wrote:
I think a good many people have a…desire to be freed from the obligation to begin,
a…desire to be on the other side of discourse from the outset, without having to consider
from the outside what might be strange, frightening or perhaps maleficent about it. (p. 51)
To further expound on the difficulty of expressing identity and body through discourse, I will
briefly address how queer theory addresses this conundrum before delving into transgender
theory and the work it contributes to this matter as well as how it will be used in this study.
Queer Theory
The advancement of poststructuralism opened territory for different conversations and
theoretical perspectives around social issues such as poverty, race, sex, sexuality, gender, and
identity to take place (Stein & Plummer, 1994). Women’s studies, feminism, and gay and lesbian
studies are just some of the theories and perspectives that gained momentum thanks to
poststructuralism (Atkinson, 2004). Queer theory, a derivative of poststructuralism, gained
popularity in academic circles during the late 1980s due to political issues around sexuality and
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the perceived shortcomings of gay and lesbian studies and lesbian feminism to address these
issues (Jeffreys, 1994). In the beginning, queer theory was mostly an academic movement
developed at more prominent U.S. academic institutions as a challenge to feminism and also as a
product and/or response to activism taking place across the nation. During this time, grass roots
activism exemplified by groups such as ACT UP (a political activist group formed in 1987 to
address the AIDS crisis in the U.S. and dismantle the notion that AIDS was “gay man’s cancer”)
and Queer Nation (an activist group formed in 1990 that often times used direct action to
highlight homophobia, increase visibility of the LGBT community, and challenge the prominent
and restrictive nature of heteronormativity) greatly influenced the development of queer theory
(Fuss, 1991).
Berlant and Warner (1998) describe heteronormativity as “the institutions, structures of
understanding, and practical orientations that make heterosexuality seem not only coherent- that
is organized as a sexuality- but also privileged” (p. 312). The term queer became a retort to
heteronormativity and queer theory developed and advanced through queer protests and activism.
Queer theorists like Butler (1990), de Lauretis (1991), and Berlant and Freeman (1992),
maintained that challenging homophobia meant more than just studying lesbian and gay
communities and challenging sexual differences. It meant illuminating and calling out how
certain things typically not recognized as sexualized (like politics or the economy) also help
maintain heteronormativity and sexual and gender binaries. (Eldeman, 1995). Warner (1993) said
that queer theory calls for sexuality to be regarded as a discrete area of sexual practice and
identities as well as a constitutive domain of social life.
According to Stein and Plummer (1994), in many ways, queer theory served as a
collective catalyst for other ways of reasoning and thinking about race, sexuality, gender, and
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identity. They thought that critical race theory, lesbian and gay studies, women’s studies, and
feminist theory were not comprehensive enough to capture the paradox that many scholars felt
when trying to squeeze their sexuality into the templates provided by these theoretical structures.
Some like Duggan (1992) and Doty (1993) maintained that although sexuality is a social
construction like race and gender, sexuality produces a different experience. It delineates a
political interest citizenry unlike the workings of race and gender. Inclusion in the group is
unstable and generally invisible. Identity as lesbian or gay is, as Warner (1991) described:
ambiguously given and chosen, in some ways ascribed and in other ways the product of
the performative act of coming out… In many respects, queer people are a kind of social
group fundamentally unlike others, a status group only insofar as they are not a class. (p.
15)
Critical of efforts to define the lesbian and gay community and the formation of dogmatic and
political labels about what it meant to be gay or lesbian, queer theory (at least ideally) supports
the precariousness of the gay/lesbian category and stresses instead “the difficulty in defining the
population whose interests are at stake in queer politics” (Warner, 1991, p. 16).
For a better understanding of how queer theory developed, how it works, and its political
agenda, a review of Judith Butler’s seminal work, Gender Trouble (1990), dealing with gender
and performativity is helpful. In this book, Butler expressed that there are explicit and implicit
rules in heterosexualized gender systems and that queer practices of dressing in drag, crossdressing, and masculine presenting lesbians (butches) who date feminine women (femmes)
demonstrate that gender is a performance. Those who engage in these ‘gender parodies’, rebel
against heterosexualized gender rules using the same rules meant to restrict them. For instance,
Butler purports that if a person who possesses the (reproductive) sex and secondary sex
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characteristics generally associated with males, can dress up as a female, behave in ways
typically ascribed as feminine, and is possibly even recognized to be and treated as a female by
others, then the legitimacy of an essential heteronormative binary system is destabilized. Gender
becomes something that we can take off or put on- something that is performed, not something
that is innate and fixed. Therefore, the notion of sexuality (since it is linked to one’s biological
sex in a heteronormative system) is also variable. Butler (1991) also wrote, “[because]
heterosexuality is always in the act of elaborating itself, [this] is evidence that it is perpetually at
risk, that is, that it ‘knows’ its own possibility of being undone” (p. 23). Following this
theoretical vein, some queer theorists like Feinberg (1992) and Katz (1995) attacked
heteronormativity with deconstructive fervor, believing that the system would inevitably implode
on itself, as it already contained the poison for its own death.
According to Butler (1990, 1993) queer theory’s intention to deconstruct sexuality
reverberates with poststructuralist critiques and rejection of binary systems (like
heterosexual/homosexual) and notions of absolute truths (e.g. heteronormativity). Both theories
seek to uncover the censoring power of institutions, knowledge, and discourse. Seidman (1996)
described queer theory as a political theory of knowledge differences that is troubled by
“institutional practices and discourses producing sexual knowledges and …. ways these
knowledges and social practices repress differences” (p. 13). Sedgwick (1998), who is also a key
player in the development of queer theory, said that queer can refer to “the open mesh of
possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses, and excesses of meaning when
the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be
made) to signify monolithically” (p. 208). Other authors like Weed and Schor (1997) expressed
that sexuality could not be captured by gender nor described as a category. Zita (1998) criticized
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the inherent shortcomings of a binary system to define sexual orientation and gender in Body
Talk when she wrote “the metaphors of fluidity and mosaicism contrast with those of solidarity,
unity, and dichotomous purity and suggest, by that contrast, that sexual orientations [are]
multiple manifestations of unstable, shifting, and overlapping categories” (p. 130). Much of the
political and deconstructive work that queer theorists have been able to accomplish is due in part
to queer theory being an open-ended and undefined site of activism and debate (Jagose, 1996)
with intentionally hard to define and nebulous practices which assist in challenging norms,
truths, knowledge, and identities (Sullivan, 2003). Halperin (1995) asserted that queer stands as
contrast and opposition to the politics created and supported by heteronormativity and dominant
discourse, thus queering essentialist notions and offering a social constructionist explanation of
gender roles, identity, and sexual orientations.
As mentioned earlier, queer theory’s development and appeal was largely a response to
the complaints that lesbian and gay studies, feminism, and liberatory strategies at the time were
inadequate in capturing the experiences and needs of those in minority communities. Queer
theorists like Hausman (2001) and Heyes (2003) claimed that most of the strategies and
principles put forth in lesbian and gay studies relied on some of the same binary
conceptualizations being criticized in heteronormativity (e.g., male/female, material/simulated,
truth/non-truth, essentialism/constructionism) which they insisted only bolstered the concept of
sexual minority as ‘other’ when juxtaposed to heterosexuality. Teresa de Lauretis (1999)
criticized this approach maintaining that it left the ‘center’ (the heterosexual/homosexual binary)
unchallenged. According to de Lauretis (1999),
homosexuality [should] no longer be seen simply as marginal with regard to a dominant,
stable form of sexuality (heterosexuality) against which it would be defined… it [should]
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no longer be seen as transgressive or deviant vis-à-vis a proper, natural sexuality (i.e.
institutionalized reproductive sexuality) according to the older, pathological model, or as
just another, optional ‘lifestyle’, according to the model of contemporary North American
pluralism. (p. iii)
Ironically, queer theory’s criticisms of feminism and other liberatory practices are the same
reproaches that have been aimed against it. Critics, like Hird (2000), have noted that “queer
theory presumes that transgressing boundaries will subvert, and eventually dismantle, hierarchies
based on sex and gender. But subversion can lead to unanticipated outcomes that may not be
transgressive at all” (p. 359). Although it endeavors to produce queer individuals apart from the
heteronormative design, queer theory has been criticized for its inability and lack of effort to
assess and highlight the individual queer experience (Hausman, 2001).
Halperin (1995) noted that while the term queer offers the commonality and unity of a
group identity, “it is (also) an identity without an essence” (p.62). Queer theory establishes a
group identity but some like Haraway (1991), Hausman (2001), and Sullivan (2003) believe that
collectiveness comes at the cost of understanding individual lived experiences. Sullivan (2003)
wrote,
One of the problems with [queer] as an umbrella term is that it does little if anything to
deconstruct the humanist understanding of the subject. Worse still, it veils over the
differences between, for example, lesbianism and gayness, between ‘women’, between
transsexualism and crossdressing, and ignores differences of class, race, age, and so on,
once again positing sexuality as a unifying factor. (p. 44)
It is this limitation of queer theory - the essentialist and reductionist view of identities subsumed
within queer, its theoretical universalism, the lack of attention paid to the different experiences of
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within group oppression, and disregard of body as a source for identity formation - that led to the
development of transgender theory.
Transgender Theory
To better understand the development of transgender theory, it is important to briefly
discuss sex, gender, gender roles, and sexuality and how these contribute to the formation of
transgender theory. Bornstein (1994) said that in a binary, heteronormative society, we are
expected to have (and at birth are assigned) a sex of either male or female based on the
appearance of external genitalia. This essentialist perspective posits that sex is biological. Butler
(1990, 1993) said that those who embrace a constructionist view of sex, gender, and sexuality,
believe that we only come to understand these terms through societal messages that are passed
down to us. Attached to each sex is a prescribed set of behaviors known as gender. The male sex
has a masculine gender associated with it and the female sex has a feminine gender associated
with it. Sex and gender are ascribed simultaneously and because of this, they are often believed
to be synonymous, biological, and innate (Burdge, 2007). There are certain sets of behaviors,
practices, and roles attached to femininity and masculinity and these are called gender roles.
Since sex and gender are considered innate, by default gender roles are often thought of as
‘natural’ as well (Butler, 1990). Also, prevalent in a heteronormative system is an assumption
that one sex/gender will be sexually attracted to the opposite sex/gender. For example, a person
of the female sex should identify with and display feminine characteristics and be sexually
attracted to people of the male sex who identify with and display masculine characteristics
(Butler, 1993).
According to Connell (2002), gender is the main way that we often organize and
understand relationships with others and make sense of social and environmental events. Harding
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(1986) stated, “gender difference is a pivotal way in which humans identify themselves as
persons, organize social relations, and symbolize meaningful natural and social events and
processes” (p.18). Hausman (2001) furthered this sentiment when she wrote that gender is an
epistemology for making sense of the workings of culture in describing identities, and how our
views and understanding are attributed to a socially constructed narrative based on our belonging
to one gender or the other. Society uses multiple methods of reinforcement, including legal,
religious, and cultural practices, to enforce adherence to gender and gender roles (Connell,
2002). Because of this heteronormative schema, Norton (1997) argued that sex/gender and
sexuality in the 19th and 20th centuries became mutually formative paradigms. Sexuality is
defined according to sex/gender, and sex/gender is explained as sexuality thereby maintaining
the inviolability and naturalness of heterosexuality.
Hausman (2001) stressed that the primary issue with heteronormativity’s treatment of
gender is that it is based on an obligatory binary system that assigns behavioral and social traits
to sexed bodies. People within the system are led to believe that the binary gender classification
is determined by biology. Preves (2001) posited that from a biological and essentialist
perspective, gender is believed to be tantamount with unchangeable, natural, and as being the
chief basis of gender identity. From a constructionist view, sex, gender and gender identity are
social constructs with no stable meaning or reality. If gender is an invented construct, then the
roles associated with a sexed body, gender, and one’s sense of belonging to a gender is also
fabricated (Preves, 2001). Bordo (1993) and Scott (1986) argued for the social construction of
gender and that essentialism and the taken for granted role that “the sexed body is given be
questioned” (Bordo, 1993, p. 1067). Scott (1986) stated that “gender is a constitutive element of
social relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes, and gender is a primary
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way of signifying relationships of power” (p. 1067). Butler (1990) proposed that gender identity
is a social construction. It is the effect of repeatedly performing the gender roles associated with
one’s sex that feigns the illusion of an internal identity and brings about these gender
expressions. In Bodies that Matter (1993) she also argued that to claim to know oneself (to
articulate a gender identity and sexuality) only functions to reaffirm, through discourse and
behaviors, the very terms upon which the ideas of normative and non-normative sexualities are
constructed. Stryker (1994) noted the constructivist basis of gender and its role in understanding
bodies when she wrote:
Bodies are rendered meaningful only through some culturally and historically specific
mode of grasping their physicality that transforms the flesh into a useful artifact…
Gendering is the initial step in this transformation, inseparable from the process of
forming an identity by means of which we are fitted to a system of exchange in a
heterosexual economy. (pp. 249-250)
However, the degree to which gender should be deconstructed and the role of the body in gender
identity formation were questions that led to the development of transgender theory (Jagose,
2009).
Some who identify as transgender or outside the gender binary have expressed that
feminisms and queer theories do not adequately capture their experience with gender (Lucal,
1999; McPhail, 2004). Both theories have been critiqued for their adherence to a
heteronormative binary view of gender and sexuality. As Risman (2004) noted, “one must
always take into consideration multiple axes of oppression to do otherwise presumes the
whiteness of women, the maleness of people of color, and the heterosexuality of everyone” (p.
442). For those who identify as transgender, at least two identities (gender and sexuality) are
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always intersectional, despite feminist and queer attempts to keep them separate (Nagoshi &
Brzuzy, 2010). Trans- Exclusionary Radical Feminism (TERF) was accused of adhering to an
essentialist view of gender and subsuming sexuality (and race) under gender (Bowleg, 2008).
Queer theory was blamed for ignoring sexuality all together, embracing a social constructivist
view, and ignoring the role of the body in gender identity formation (Stein & Plummer, 1994).
Ideally, queer theory was meant to exemplify a flexible ‘sexual landscape’ that effortlessly
incorporated transgender individuals (Vasvári, 2006). However, the idealization of flexibility
within queerness may have also aided in marginalizing and regulating transgender bodies (Stone,
2013).
According to Nagoshi et al. (2014), a transgender identity poses unique difficulties for
poststructuralism, feminist, and queer theories. A feminist perspective that maintains an
essentialist view of gender makes the body a proxy for identity. This makes female to male
(FTM) transgender people deserters of their oppressed identity while male to female (MTF)
individuals who renounce their male privilege are still not considered real women. If gender and
identity is fixed within us, this could support differences in classifications like sex, sexuality,
race, class, as natural, in the long run legitimizing multiple systems of oppression (Nagoshi et al.,
2014). Conversely, interrogating and subverting all social identities dissipates the individual’s
core sense of self and identification with a socially subjugated group. This is relevant because
sometimes it is this underdog identification that can create momentum for change and strength to
fight oppression. Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010), proposed that transgender theory must incorporate
but also go beyond poststructuralist thought and feminist and queer theories by including aspects
of gender mutability, addressing the role of the body (embodiment) in gender formation,
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including socially and self-constructed aspects of identity formation, and using narratives to
capture the dynamic relationship and interaction of all these facets of identity formation.
Just as it is hard to pinpoint the originator of the theories discussed so far, transgender
theory also does not have a founding theorist per se. Instead it was birthed out of critique of
poststructuralism, feminism (more specifically TERF), and queer theory and is still developing
and taking shape. Some core people and points are credited for the development of transgender
theory and I will briefly discuss some of these pioneers and defining moments next. It should be
noted, however that for the most part I will use Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010) and Nagoshi et al.
(2014) as my primary transgender theorists.
Roen (2001) has been credited with planting transgender theory seeds when she
challenged queer theory and expressed that being transgender was more complex than an
‘either/or’ scaffolding that allowed some room for variability in gender identity formation yet
preserved the gender binary. She argued instead that transgender had to also include a
‘both/neither’ construct of gender identity, where being transgender was about defying the
gender binary, not necessarily about undergoing physical transitioning from one gender category
to the other. Hawkesworth (2006) and Shields (2008) recognized that some who identify as
transgender may be trapped between wanting an identity within a group yet not wanting to be
defined by the group’s identity, a conundrum not satiated in either feminism or queer theory.
Another formative idea in the development of transgender theory came from Monro (2000) when
she argued for the need to understand the narrative and lived experiences of transgender
individuals as well as the restrictions imposed on gender fluidity by the body and biology. She
highlighted that even the more modern, constructivist models (and self-proclaimed allies of the
transgender population) failed to recognize the impact of social structures on gender identity

39

formation and the fluidity and plurality of gender expression. Advancing the notion of the
importance of embodiment in understanding one’s gender and sexual identities, Connell and
Messerschmidt (2005) argued that ‘the common social scientific reading of bodies as objects of a
process of social construction is now widely considered to be inadequate…the body is a
participant in generating social practice’ (p.851). Tauchert (2002) is another person that
expressed agreement that an essential view of gender based on the body (e.g., femaleness as
contingent on the potential for pregnancy and childbirth) reinforced and upheld outdated and
oppressive stereotypes about gender and gender roles. However, she also argued that thinking of
gender solely as a social construct was thorny as it denied sense of self that comes from a body
that is continually present in a heteronormative society and likely, at times, engaged in gender
performances. Tauchert (2002) viewed the constructivist approach (as embraced by scholars like
Butler and even Segdwick) as an affirmation of the Cartesian mind-body dualism with the mind
conceived as being separate and more superior over the physical body. Instead of a
constructionist approach, Tauchert (2002) proposed a ‘fuzzy gender’ approach that
acknowledged the fundamental connection between the body and mind when moving between
mental and physical facets of gender. This fuzzy approach would allow space for variations or
‘shades of gray’ when conceptualizing gender identity formation and gender-related behaviors,
while also recognizing the scope of experiences (physical, essentialist, or socially constructed)
associated with gender. What these ‘founding’ theorists made a case for ultimately was that there
was need for a theory that allowed for a ‘self-embodiment’ and a ‘self-construction’ of identity
and recognition of how these concepts intersected and interacted with social expectations and
lived experiences (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010).
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Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010), recognized the need for a more comprehensive theory that
captures the experiences of transgender individuals; however, they also acknowledged the
complicated work that this theory must accomplish. For starters, they argue that transgender
individuals differ in their views of fluidity in gender identity formation. Some in the transgender
community embrace an essentialist binary view of gender, others believe that one’s body and
gender identity is flexible, some embrace aspects of both positions, while others may fall
somewhere along a continuum between essentialist and constructivist. This variability has led
some in the trans community to advocate for a more expansive definition of transgender
(Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010). Should transgender define those who do not personally identify with
the gender binary regardless of their gender expression? Should it include those who have faced
stigma because they do not fit expected gender categories and roles?
Defining transgender is rather complicated and controversial and it is perhaps for this
reason that transgender theory is still rapidly changing and evolving. As mentioned in Chapter 1,
transgender is considered to an umbrella term that represents a myriad of identities. According to
Bornstein (1994), transgender individuals usually express identities outside customary
heteronormative classifications, but may have little intention or no intention of having sex
reassignment /gender confirmation surgeries or hormone treatment. According to Broad (2002),
some believe that the term transgender comes from a term known as ‘transgenderist’, which is
defined as a person who changes gender but not (physical) sex. Those who alter their sex (via
hormones and/or surgery) are considered transsexuals. Feinberg (1996) said that there should be
a distinction between those who reassign the sex they were given at birth and those whose gender
identity and expression is considered incongruent with their assigned sex. Wallbank (2004)
defined transsexualism as innate and biological, not something that is chosen, socially
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determined, and learned as is the case for gender. Some transsexuals argue that being subsumed
under transgender does not acknowledge their experience of changing their sex, just their gender
(Califia, 1997). Lane (2009) noted that by lumping transsexuals under the transgender umbrella,
transsexual voices are at risk of being silenced or erased. By focusing on something as contrived
and malleable as gender, the serious need and desire for transsexuals to change their bodies is
deemphasized (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010). Concentrating on gender omits transsexual narratives
in transgender theory and ignores a central aspect of their lived experience.
The Body and Transgender Theory
The body is an important but divisive facet of transgender theory and its
conceptualization and applicability may vary when addressing transsexual and transgender
individuals. Prosser (1998) wrote that transsexualism is about transforming body to better match
an “imagined ideal”, in which sex reassignment surgery fashions the body “as it should have
been” (p. 83); it is a “reassignment that is a restoration of the body” (p. 88). He argues that the
“immediate purpose of transsexuality is to make real the subject’s true gender on the body” (p.
211). Judith Halberstam (2005) argued that
[T]he transgender body is not reducible to the transsexual body, and it retains the marks
of its own ambiguity and ambivalence. If the transsexual body has been deliberately
reorganized in order to invite certain gazes and shut down others, the transgender body
performs self as gesture not as will, as possibility, not as probability, as a relation-a wink,
a handshake and as an effect of deliberate misrecognition. (p. 97)
As it relates to the body, one of the points of contention for transgender theory is one that was
also made against queer theory. Although queer theory allowed room for transgender inclusion,
this flexibility at times, could not accommodate “transgender seriousness” (Stone, 2013, p.
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1649), particularly those bodies that underwent serious transformations via hormones or surgery.
According to Stone (2013), “some transgender bodies operate discursively at times at sites of
gender seriousness (rather than playfulness) and inflexibility” (p. 1648). This same argument is
made by some transsexuals who believe that it is imperative that transgender theory capture how
the social and psychological freedom to modify one’s body with regard to gender is
problematized (Hird, 2002). However, Heyes (2003) posited that it should also be adaptable
enough to describe the experiences of transsexuals (those who often have had, or desire,
hormone therapy and/or surgery so that they may live full time as a sex and gender different
from the one they were assigned at birth) who are “developing their own forms of feminist
consciousness and expressing their own forms of politics by both refusing certain medical
[interventions]” (p. 1115), and thus rejecting the implicit essentialist assumption that gender
identity derives from a decidedly gendered body. Here, Hayes is expressing that although by
definition transsexuals are those who have had or want medical interventions in order to bring
congruence between their gender identity and their body, there should be space within
transgender theory to include transsexuals who because of their sociopolitical and feminist
positioning refuse to alter their bodies. They resist changing their bodies to fit into
heteronormative spaces and by doing so also challenge the notion that gender identity formation
can only take place within a decidedly gendered body.
Sexuality and Transgender Theory
Finally, I want to briefly address how transgender theory can trouble sexuality. Nagoshi
and Brzuzy (2010) posited that a theory that captures the experiences of trans individuals can
bring much needed attention to the everyday, taken for granted operation of heteronormativity.
The trans community interrupts the sex/gender/sexuality system created by heteronormativity
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Kessler and McKenna (1978) said that we all have ‘cultural genitalia’ that is presumed based on
gender expression and appearance. However, according to Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010), in sexual
situations, where performance of gender and heterosexuality intersect, male-bodied women and
female-bodied men challenge heteronormativity. Sexual encounters, can interrupt the notion that
those who appear to be female have vaginas and people who look like males have penises.
Transgender people may have their gender identity questioned because of genitalia, however, by
doing so it illuminates the fragility of sexuality based on anatomy (Butler, 1990, 1993). Boyd
(2005) noted:
As sex and gender unhinge, so does sexuality, for instance a person with female genitalia
who identifies as a man and desires a feminine woman might understand himself (or be
understood by others) as butch, heterosexual, lesbian, transgendered, transsexual,
bisexual, or queer (not a complete list). The variety of possible ‘sexualities’ flags the
increased instability of the [physical] body as a knowable signifier for sexual identity,
and the variability of identity formation enables a closer look at the influences of race,
class, nation, ethnicity, and social geography on the production of sexual desires,
practices, and/or identities. (pp. 103-104)
A female bodied person who was assigned female at birth but identifies as a man, could engage
in a sexual relationship with another female bodied person who identifies as a woman and one or
both could consider their relationship to be heterosexual; or, one may consider their relationship
to be lesbian and the other bisexual. What Boyd (2005) is expressing in the quote above is that
sex, gender, and sexuality are not neat, linear, interdependent constructs despite being treated as
if they are in heteronormative societies.
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Counseling and Transgender Theory
The experiences of trans individuals raise compelling queries about the nature of socially
ascribed identities. Does a person’s gender identity require that the identity be set in a particular
body? What happens if the person’s experience with oppression is due to forced conformity to a
socially constructed identity that she does not actually identity with? How do counselors and
therapists work most effectively with individuals with gender non-conforming and fluid
identities?
According to Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010), a theory of gender identity that acknowledges
and incorporates embodied experiences, internal sense of self, and social constructs of identity is
important when working with and conceptualizing transgender clients. Transgender theory offers
an explanation of gender identity formation that can help counselors better understand how selfidentification can be both a source of empowerment and confinement for clients (Nagoshi,
Nagoshi, & Brzuzy, 2014). It elucidates how clients may navigate and negotiate multiple
identities and use their subjugated positionalities to overcome oppressive structures in their lives.
Bettcher (2010) reminds us that it is important to recognize, however, that for some transgender
individuals breaking free of the gender binary does not single-handedly constitute an identity
from which to oppose the myriad of social oppressions that result from the transgression.
McPhail (2004) articulated that one of the potential issues for counselors working with
transgender clients is that the counselor may get stuck between the constructivist view that all
identity categories are open to interpretation and the essentialist tendency to see all fixed identity
categories as impetus for oppression and empowerment. To move beyond this conundrum, she
recommended that counselors recognize the conflict between the essentialist model of identity
(prevalent in heteronormativity and some feminist thought) and the social constructivist model
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(present in poststructuralism and queer theory). It is important that when working with
transgender individuals from a constructivist approach that we be ready to help “challenge the
rigid, gender binary, either by eliminating it or expanding it to include more gender possibilities”
(Burdge, 2007, p. 247). However, it is important to keep in mind how a social constructivist
approach could also destabilize the meaningfulness and purpose that clients may draw from
certain identities.
I decided to use Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010) and Nagoshi et al. (2014) as my primary
transgender theorists because they specifically addressed how to incorporate transgender theory
into helping professions like counseling and social work. According to these authors, there are
some key differences when applying transgender theory (as opposed to feminist and queer
theories) to the practice of counseling. For starters, they believe that when working with
transgender clients, it is imperative that counselors “recognize the importance of the physical
embodiment of intersecting identities and [understand that] the narratives of lived experiences
integrate the socially constructed, embodied, and self-constructed aspects of identity” (Nagoshi
et al., 2014, p. 132) for this population. Transgender theory highlights how transcendent
narratives can galvanize those with subjugated intersectional identities. Second, they believe that
an intersectional approach to gender identity provides a more stable structure for building
coalitions across individuals with multiple, intersectional identities. Lastly, Nagoshi and Brzuzy
(2010) said that it is necessary for counselors to understand that we live, learn, study, and even
counsel within a heteronormative environment that is structured around gendered language and
socially constructed identities. We have to be mindful of the oppressive and pervasive nature of
gendered discourse, realizing that it may impact how we relate to and work with clients. For
example, most clients desiring medical interventions for transitioning need written ‘approval’
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from a therapist verifying that they have gender dysphoria (recently changed from gender
identity disorder) due to not fitting neatly into one of the two gender categories. Ultimately, the
counseling profession is guilty of pathologizing transgender clients. Depathologization, however,
does not eradicate the widespread and destructive nature of transphobia, which Hopkins (1995)
defines as any negative attitude (hate, contempt, disapproval) directed toward trans people
because they are trans. It is imperative that counselors personally understand and reiterate to
transgender clients that feelings of dysphoria may not be a sign of pathology but instead the
effect of living in a heteronormative, discursively restricted, binary gendered society. Counselors
should not recommend medical interventions such as hormone injections, feminization
procedures, and sex reassignment surgery solely to help transgender clients live stealth or ‘pass’
for the opposite gender and cope with hegemonic pressures. Instead, counselors should create a
safe and welcoming therapeutic environment for clients to establish their own gender identities,
irrespective of their desires for medical interventions.
Transgender theory offers counselors a way to conceptualize the lived experiences of
transgender clients as well as identify points of resistance and opportunities for empowerment
within subjugated identities. Through narrative (re)tellings and (re)negotiations, clients’ multiple
intersectional identities can serve as a catalyst for change without having to be confined by or to
any particular (fixed) identity. Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010) reiterated that transgender theory
calls for counselors to identify sources of liberation in the interfaces between embodied and
constructed identities. The emphasis on embodiment and lived experiences indicates that strength
can come from hearing about others’ and crafting one’s own transcendent narratives.
Transgender theory provides space for clients to create their own identities outside and alongside
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socially constructed binary gender categories. It also encourages counselors to think, practice,
and conceptualize clients outside of traditional counseling boxes.
There are numerous possible future applications for transgender theory in counseling. For
starters, in general, counseling and counselor education programs must include more transgender
courses within their curriculum. Numerous counseling students complete graduate programs with
little to no exposure to best practices for working with gay and lesbian clients, least alone
transgender clients. More specifically, there is a dearth of research and available narratives about
the experiences of adults who come out as transgender later in life, which is the focus of this
study. This research attempts to fill in this gap, serve as a resource to counselors working with
trans clients, and provide transcendent narratives for transgender individuals looking to
understand and negotiate their multiple identities.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
In this chapter, I will focus on the design and implementation for this study. I will begin
with reviewing the statement of the problem, the research questions, and justification for using
qualitative inquiry. Next, I will connect transgender theory to narrative inquiry and life story
interviews, my chosen methodology and methods and then address trustworthiness and ethical
considerations of this study. After this, I will disclose my subjectivities and then provide
information regarding participant and site selection. Lastly, I will address how the data gathered
in this study were analyzed and represented.
Purpose Statement
Those in the transgender community have recently received more media and political
attention than ever before. Increased exposure may help others who want to live more
authentically, but are afraid to come out feel more comfortable doing so. Amid, this increased
attention, however, are less publicized but gravely concerning realities for this population like
discrimination, poverty, homelessness, and violent victimization. These disparities are created
and maintained by the gendering language and binary discourses that prevail in our society. We
are taught from the moment of birth how to perform our gender and when we fail to ‘play by the
rules’ there are adverse consequences. This gendering language is exclusionary and pervasive
and the longer we are subjected to it, the more likely it is to become rooted in our psyche and
belief system. This can make acceptance of those who transition as well as transitioning at an
older age all the more challenging. As Baby Boomers (those born between 1946-1964) continue
to age, some of them may feel more liberated and experience a greater sense of urgency to
transition and live gender congruent lives.
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Although counselors can play a significant role in the transition process, most counselors
complete graduate degree programs and licensure requirements with little to no mention of
transgender clients, how to identity and provide best practices, or the expectations of counselors
as ‘transition assistants’. Many counselors have expressed that their training and knowledge
about the transgender population has occurred in vivo or from working directly with transgender
clients. This means that clients often do most of the work in educating counselors, possibly
hindering the facilitation of a therapeutic environment and alliance. Those counselors who take
the initiative to educate themselves may find that there is limited research available on the
experiences of transitioning and even less about those who transition after the age of forty. Older
adults undergoing gender transition may have difficulty finding relatable stories from their peers
that can serve as models, sources of support, or even as a way to ‘normalize’ certain feelings and
experiences. There is a large need for more research that uses narratives to confront dogmatic
discourse and present other ways of thinking and talking about gender. This study works toward
bridging the disparity found in counseling research and serve as a design for other ways to think
and talk about gender and identity. It can also provide meaningful direction for those who may
be thinking about or actively transitioning as well as those interacting with this population
professionally or personally.
Thus, the purpose of this transgender life story study was to explore how transgender
individuals who transitioned between the ages of 40-55, within the last 5 years, and while
residing in an urban city in the Mid-South navigate and talk about the sociocultural and
discursive influences of their gendered and embodied experiences. With this in mind, the
following research questions guided this study:
1.

How do transgender individuals experience gender pre and post transition?
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2.

How do transgender individuals negotiate gender messages?

3.

How do transgender individuals experience their bodies pre and post transition?

4.

How do transgender individuals negotiate body messages?

What is Methodology?
According to Sandra Harding (1987), methodology offers a way to theoretically
conceptualize and analyze how we carry out research. It provides the design and plan for how
and why we proceed with our research and offers a justification for use of certain methods and
conclusions that may be inferred. Methodology is often conflated and confused with methods
(which will be discussed later in this chapter), consequently, they will be addressed separately
and theorized as carrying out distinct but interconnected purposes.
Although there are several methodologies available in qualitative research, Harding
(1987) stressed the importance of selecting a methodology that aligns with one’s epistemology,
theory, and desired outcomes. In this study, subjectivism serves as my epistemological way of
knowing and making sense of the world and this research. It acknowledges multiple truths and
realities that aligns well with transgender theory. Both subjectivism and transgender theory sets
out to expose the ways that ‘reality’ are conditional, numerous, and all the time already formed
and conformed by and within discourse (L. Berbary, personal communication, March 1, 2012).
In order to hear various deconstructed ‘truths’ of older transgender adults, I chose to use
narrative inquiry as my methodology for this study.
Narrative Inquiry
Narrative inquiry is a research methodology that is growing in acceptance and practice in
many disciplines, especially in social science fields like counseling and psychotherapy. It
queries or searches for deeper understanding of life experience. It is involved in generating and
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analyzing stories of life experiences and reporting the results of the inquiry (Schwandt, 2007).
Narrative researchers center their inquiries on various theoretical and philosophical views of how
people live and think narratively. One of the most unique and prominent premises of narrative
inquiry is that we gain understanding and give meaning to our lives and those of others through
story (Andrews, Squire, & Tambokou, 2008). As a qualitative methodology, it involves
gathering and assembling narratives (which could be verbal, written, and/or visual) while paying
particular attention to the significances that people attribute and attach to their experiences.
These various stories help provide deeper insight into the complexities of human existence and
experiences (Josselson, 2006) and create unpredictable, emotional, imaginative and sensory
impressions upon the reader.
In addition to gathering stories, narrative inquiry also pays attention to story construction
and formation, for whom a story is told and why, and the sociocultural discourses upon which it
draws. Reissman and Speedy (2007), expressed that the word narrative holds many different
meanings and uses but is usually regarded as synonymous with story. A researcher using
narrative inquiry analyzes participants’ stories to determine how the stories came to be
assembled, for whom the stories were constructed, how they were made, and the purposes of
their construction. They also stressed that researchers using this methodology have to consider
the cultural discourses to which the stories appeal as well as those discourses that are ignored or
taken for granted. Hoogland and Wiebe (2009) said this is important because stories, whether
written or verbalized, speak volumes. It is not only what people say, but also how they say it
(form and content) that can generate fruitful discussion and exploration.
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Bochner (2007) said that one important thing to keep in mind about telling stories is that
in the telling of them, we are sharing knowledge from the past not necessarily knowledge about
the past. He went on to say that:
Making stories from one's lived history is a process by which ordinarily we revise the
past retroactively, and when we do we are engaged in processes of languaging and
describing that modify the past. What we see as true today may not have been true at the
time the actions we are describing were performed. Thus we need to resist the temptation
to attribute intentions and meanings to events that they did not have at the time they were
experienced. (p. 203)
However, it is often only in retrospect that we come to grasp and attribute meaning and
significance to experiences (Polkinghorne, 1995). According to Atkinson and Coffey (2003), we
have to remember that memory for story telling is selective, mutable, and sometimes context
specific; “it is far from uniquely autobiographical…it is grounded in what is tellable" (p.118).
My decision to use narrative inquiry is due partly to the fact that this methodology “embraces
narrative as both the method and the phenomena of study" (Pinnegar & Danes, 2007, p. 4). It
acknowledges a greater sensitivity to social and cultural differences that is crucial when working
with the transgender population. In my research, I acknowledge the importance of accessing and
understanding participants' different constructions of gender and embodiment (Berger &
Luckmann, 1967) and will examine matters around discourse and gender through in-depth,
exploratory, open-ended conversations situated in the participants’ lived experiences. As a
methodology, transgender life histories highlight stories that are told by trans individuals about
their transition experiences.
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Methods
In addition to using compatible theoretical and methodological frameworks, it is
important that qualitative researchers also use methods that are congruent with their selected
theory, methodology, and purpose for the study. Harding (1987), defined methods as a
“technique for (or way of proceeding in) gathering evidence” (p. 2) and argued that evidence
gathering usually happens in three ways: listening and interviewing participants, observing
participants in certain environments, and examining written documents, relics, and artifacts.
Within narrative inquiry, interviewing seems to be the most commonly used method and
although there are several types of interviews, I utilized semi-structured life story interviews to
learn more about participants’ experiences with gender, gendered discourse, and embodiment.
Researchers conducting semi-structured interviews may use interview guides, which
consists of open ended questions and elicits robust amounts of information (Flick, 1999), while a
life story interview allows participants to recount stories from their life broadly or around a
particular event or topic (Riessman, 1993). Life story interviews are basically the recounting and
telling of one’s perceptions of an event or string of life events with a focus on how ideas,
identities, and narratives are formed and shared. Life story interviews offer access to better
understand the structures that shape a person’s life. Its main objectives are to offer some
awareness about the nature and meaning of individual and mutually connected lives as well as
probe a particular life or lives for a particular reason. They amplify the voices of those from
marginalized groups and provide a platform for their experiences and the meanings attributed to
those experiences to be shared (Riessman, 1993).
For this research I conducted a semi-structured life story interview (see Appendix A)
with three participants, but after the interviews one participant asked to be removed from the
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study. Each interview lasted 2.5 to 3 hr and was audio recorded using a small handheld Olympus
digital recorder. During the interviews, I kept brief short hand notes in which I noted things that
may not have been apparent in the audio recording (e.g., body language, physical descriptions,
my internal dialogue). Immediately after each interview, I expanded the notes while I had a
better chance of remembering my short hand summaries and significance. After expanding my
notes, I transcribed each interview verbatim, including sounds (e.g., breaths, gasp, sneezes,
coughs, background noise) and other noises that could be heard on the recording along with any
pauses and the length of the pauses. After the interviews were fully transcribed, I met with each
participant again to review her respective transcript. During this time, the participants listened to
their audio recording, read over the transcript and offered any corrections or clarifications. They
were also informed that they could request that any part of the transcription be deleted or they
could add to the transcription as well. Neither participant deleted or added to the transcription
during our member check meeting.
In addition to the interview and member check, I asked each participant to provide a
“Dear Counselor” letter in which she shared with counselors what was important to know when
working with trans clients. The idea for these letters were based on the concept of the “Dear
Colleague” letters (OCR, 2016) in which the federal government provides significant guidance
and expected practices for agencies that receive federal funding. I thought it would be rather
poignant for the clients to write letters to counselors for two reasons. When I first began this
research, there was a Dear Colleague letter issued in May 2016 that outlined the importance of
creating and sustaining inclusive, supportive, safe, and nondiscriminatory communities in
schools for transgender students. It also listed examples of how to establish supportive policies
and achieve these goals. In February 2017, this trans focused, Dear Colleague letter was
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rescinded by a new presidential administration. Although recension of the Dear Colleague letter
directly impacted schools and trans students, and not older trans adults, indirectly all trans people
were impacted because the recension was a catalyst for anti-trans legislation and increased
transphobic messages in the media. Additionally, since working on this research, legislation
(penned in the media as the ‘anti-gay counseling bill’) was proposed and passed in April 2016 in
the state of Tennessee allowing licensed counselors to refuse services to LGBT clients based on
the counselor’s “sincerely held principles.” This bill, which is part of a string of recent antiLGBT legislation inculcating the South, has the potential to jeopardize access to mental health
treatment for transgender individuals, often times in areas where access to services is nearly
already non-existent. Since the recension of the Dear Colleague letter there have been more than
200 proposed anti-LGBT legislation nationwide (Meyers, 2016). Considering the current
political and social climates and the legislation being levied towards the counseling profession as
it concerns trans clients, it seemed timely and appropriate to have the research participants write
these letters to counselors.
I kept a researcher journal during the data collection and analysis processes. Chase (2005)
recognized journaling as an essential component when conducting qualitative research.
Journaling allowed me to keep notes during and after the interviews concerning observations I
made and factors that cannot be adequately captured via audio recording. Semi-structured life
story interviews seemed to be a sound and appropriate method of data collection for my research
because it is compatible with my theory and methodology and has the potential to produce the
rich transnarratives that Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010) maintain are critically absent from research
literature.
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Trustworthiness & Ethics
In an attempt to cultivate robust results as well as promote dependable and sound
research, I did a few things to help ensure analytic rigor. First, all interviews were audio recorded
using a small handheld Olympus digital recorder and I transcribed each recording verbatim.
Second, during each interview I kept observational notes that consisted of time stamped
descriptions of participants’ clothing, body language, facial expressions, and other nuances not
captured in audio recordings. I regarded these observational notes as additional data and also
considered them during the analysis process. Third, I engaged in reflexivity that Lincoln and
Guba (2000) described as critical self-reflection by the researcher. To facilitate this process, I
journaled about my thoughts, emotions, beliefs, and values prior to and immediately following
each interview. Lastly, I conceptualized and analyzed data using crystallization that Richardson
(1994) posited provides an expanded, multifarious awareness that our understanding is always
limited. Crystallization reveals that we can learn a lot from our research efforts yet it
simultaneously creates questions about what we think we know and exposes that there is always
more to know. This is particularly relevant considering transgender narratives are varied, unique,
and often juxtaposed a pervasive heteronormative backdrop. Ellingson (2009) said that
crystallization incorporates various forms of analysis and numerous styles of representation into
a sound and logical narrative, constructing a rich but vastly limited account of an event that
troubles its own interpretations, showcases the vulnerabilities and subjectivities of the researcher,
renders assertions about social phenomena, and reveals the fallacy of making knowledge claims.
As mentioned earlier, trans people may face discrimination, ostracization, and violence
simply because of their gender identification and/or expression. As a result, I took specific
measures to ensure the confidentiality and privacy of participants. For example, after research
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approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), all participants completed
consent forms (Appendix B) before participating in the interview. Consent forms were verbally
explained to all participants and they were also asked and allowed time to read the form on their
own as well. I took reasonable time and effort to make sure that all participants understood the
measures that will be used to ensure their confidentiality before the interviews began. After each
consent form was signed it was sealed in a letter sized envelope and the sealed envelopes were
securely stored in a combination-lock file cabinet to which only I had access. Furthermore, each
participant was randomly assigned a pseudonym that was used in lieu of their preferred and/or
legal names during the transcription and analysis.
Transferability
Connelly and Clandinin (1990) suggest that “it is important not to squeeze the language
of qualitative and narrative inquiry into a discourse created for other forms of research” (p. 7).
For example, words like objectivity, validity, and generalizability are usually reserved for
quantitative research paradigms in which variables of difference within a large sample of
participants are neutralized and the results applied to an entire population. Conversely, narrative
inquiry allows participants to be actively involved during the entire research process and
Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) said that participants are not “bound, static, atemporal [or]
decontextualized” during the process (p. 11). According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), the
stories participants share serves as research data and this data are unarguably imbued with
interpretation. Some stories may be uniquely associated with one participant and can be
re/interpreted and take on various meanings for others. In other words, interpretations of
participants’ experiences are made by the readers of the research and the results are therefore
considered transferable. According to Koch and Harrington (1998), transferability does not posit
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broad claims, but encourages readers to make connections between parts of the narratives and
their own experiences.
Subjectivity Statement
As a qualitative researcher, I can help boost and safeguard the integrity of this study by
clearly identifying and telling stories of my own background, value system, potential biases, and
reasons for pursing this research. Lutrell (2000) said that this reflexive work should include my
perceptions of how my background could potentially impact my relationship, identification, and
exchange with participants. It is important to identify and address subjectivities because they
could impact the decisions that I make about “analyzing and representing data during the
research process, and what is lost, and what is gained as a result” (p. 500). In order to address
my subjectivities, I am providing my subjectivity story below.
This is the beginning, yet getting here has been a complex journey. Since starting my
doctoral studies, it has been explicitly and implicitly affirmed that I should identify a research
interest and continue to develop and refine it throughout the graduate curriculum. Assignments
written for class should reference and build upon my research interest. I should maintain an
evolving dictionary of relevant terms and bibliographic information about my topic. Once
dissertation is within my academic purview, under no circumstance should I shift my research
gaze. And yet, I have internally grappled with the realization that I have shifted. My research
interests at the beginning of my doctoral experience and recently have either dematerialized
altogether or been subsumed within other interests. I have been silently panicked and ultimately
paralyzed by the realization that what I feel compelled to focus on for dissertation is significantly
different from what I have been academically grooming and preening for for years. If I challenge
and step outside of the discourse that outlines how to successfully navigate graduate school, what
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other options are available to me? If I muster up enough courage to put voice to this struggle
whom should I tell and how should I tell it? Who and what exists outside of the dominant
graduate school discourse to help me formulate a different narrative? Is it possible to follow a
different path and still successfully traverse graduate school?
For the past year, I have moved in, out, and between varying spaces of questioning and
‘stuckness.’ I have negotiated myself into and out of acceptance and adherence to the pervasive
discourse concerning graduate studies. As I drew closer to accepting that I would indeed shift my
research gaze, I worked up the courage to share the news with a few classmates. What I hoped to
receive as a result of this confession was empathy, an understanding look and pat on the back
letting me know that they too had been in my precarious position or at least respected my bold
decision. Instead, I received a perplexed, quizzical, and sometimes pained look. Their body
language conveyed more than their words, which were usually limited to phrases such as “Oh”,
“Well…ok”, or “Hmm”. One peer relayed a sentiment that her dissertation chair had shared on
several occasions in class, “The best dissertation is one that is finished, not one that is necessarily
tied to your passion.” Veering away from the discourse that has largely shaped my educational
experience has been a rutted and jarring journey.
Instead of attempting to recreate the meandering path my research interests have taken, I
want to focus on my point of arrival. My current research focus is on those who identify as
transgender and make the decision to transition later in life (age 40 years and older). I identify as
a cisgender female, meaning that my self-identity corresponds to my biological sex and gender
assigned at birth. I do not know any persons who identify as transgender. I was raised with and
still adhere to binary gender ideals of expression. Should I be the one doing this research? As the
researcher, what are the benefits and dangers that I bring? These are questions that any
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researcher should ask but it is particularly salient that I consider them due to issues of power,
dominant discourse about gender, privileged gender narratives, society’s favoring of nontransgender identities, and my own adherence to gender norms. As the researcher I acknowledge
that I occupy and represent a position of power and privilege in this context.
Coming to terms with my privilege was a different experience for me. As a black, female,
lower middle class, first-generation college student, I am not usually in a position of power or
privilege in the majority white, male, and multi-generationally educated spaces that I traverse. In
most asymmetrical power relations, I am in the non-dominant role; however, as the researcher
and as a non-transgender person, this power differential is shifted. Viewing myself within the
parameters of gender identity and expression is an ongoing reflexive process that has created
opportunity to reflect on the social positions that I do occupy that are more highly regarded in
Western society. Despite my privileged identities, how do I arrive at a place of ‘ok-ness’ with
this research endeavor? How can I help co-create relevant space for previously silenced voices to
be amplified? Why should I be the one to do this work?
In pondering these questions, and even as I write this, I am increasingly cognizant of the
significance of self-dialogue and the process of discovery on research formation and outcome. I
described earlier the difficulty I experienced moving outside of the graduate school discourse in
which I was situated. The transition was so difficult that for a significant length of time I was
immobilized and did nothing for quite a while. I watched others finish their dissertation and
graduate while I struggled to begin. When I finally mustered the courage to share my dilemma
and did not receive the response I had hoped, I ambled in and out of the dominant discourse
before adopting a new path for myself. When I reflect on my journey to this point, I perceive that
there may be some degree of parallel between my experience and those who make the decision to
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transition later in life. In no way am I purporting that the degree of seriousness or magnitude of
the implications are analogous; however, my psychological perceptions concerning the process
of transitioning such as the uncertainty, fear of living on the periphery of the norm, weaving in
and out of dominant discourse, seeking reassurance and validation from others, and living with
but feeling trapped by the expectations and parameters established by others, may be relatable.
As a qualitative researcher it is important to me that I help create a more equitable relationship as
well as subject myself to the same analytic lens that I will use with participants. The ‘data’ from
my experience have inextricably added to my psychological understanding of what it means to
transition and it has colored how I perceive gender transitioning may be for some. This assumed
relatability has been instrumental in narrowing (though not obliterating) the gap that I formerly
worried could hinder me from doing any meaningful and revealing research with this group.
The questions that may still linger for some is why this topic and why should I be the one
to explore it? There are two experiences that have contributed to my decision and my continued
interest. In 2005, during the first five minutes of my first graduate level counseling course, the
professor asked the most provocative question I had ever contemplated since deciding I wanted
to be a therapist. She asked us to think about the type of client that we would not be able to
effectively work with? The client that, for whatever reason, would challenge us in some way? I
wanted to become a therapist to help people. Up until this point, I had not contemplated being
challenged by clients. I had not thought about how my own values and beliefs could stand in the
way of my helping. My ‘neophyteness’ made me oblivious to my subjectivities. I do not
remember the type of client I identified that day but I do know it was not a trans client.
Before switching my research focus to transgender adults, I asked myself the same
question my professor posed more than a decade before. What client would present the most
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challenge for me? My answer (a transgender client) was immediate and I knew to be a competent
counselor I needed to address this challenge. Initially, I criticized my educational training for
fashioning me into a trans-incompetent counselor. Up until that point, gender studies were not
(and still is not) a mandatory course in my program. The word trans had never been mentioned in
any class I had taken. But, during the last semester of my doctoral coursework, my university
offered its first transgender counseling course. During this class, I was exposed to concepts I
never had to consider for other clients like hormone replacement therapy and primary and
secondary sex characteristics. During this class I also had to consider my subjectivities, how my
upbringing impacted my perception of gender, my thoughts about gender fluidity, the ways in
which I adhered to and perpetuated the gender binary, and how the intersection of these things
could potentially impact the way in which I worked with transgender clients. What I noticed
about the class, however, is that most of the narratives, counseling implications, and best
practices were centered on trans children, teenagers, and their families. What was missing were
the stories, experiences, and challenges of adults who came out as trans later in life. From this
observation, I knew that I wanted to do research that would fill this gap and help counselors be
better equipped to work with this particular demographic.
Site Selection
This qualitative research took place in an urban city in the mid-southern region of the
United States. According to the most recent U.S. census records (2010), the total population of
the city is approximately 647,000 with African Americans making up 63% of the population,
Whites 29%, and Hispanic or Latino 6%. There are approximately 307,000 males in the city with
37% being 40 years and older. Females total approximately 340,000 with 43% being 40 years
and older. It should be noted that these figures are based on birth records, not self-report, so they
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do not capture the number of individuals who may identify as queer, transgender, or a sex other
than the sex assigned at birth. These numbers do, however, show that a significant portion of the
population are middle aged to older adults making the area a prime location for this research.
The main recruitment site for this research occurred at a LGBT center that hosts several
educational, social, and peer support activities including an adult transgender support group. The
site was selected for its central location and LGBT centered programming and services. I thought
it would be a prime location to connect with potential participants and it represented a safe and
inclusive space for trans identified individuals. Participants agreed to this location for the
interviews and follow up meetings.
Participants
To recruit participants for this study, I emailed the LGBT center’s Executive Director and
Transgender Services Specialist to request a meeting to explain the purpose of my research and
desire to recruit participants through the center. A copy of the participant recruitment flyer was
also shared with them via email. Recruitment flyers containing the purpose of the study, criteria
for participation, and my contact information were posted at the center and on the center’s
website. Additionally, I spoke with a faculty member at a local university who is head of an
LGBT research team and familiar with organizations and individuals in the transgender
community, and she agreed to help get information about my study to potential participants.
Once a participant was identified and interviewed, that participant was asked if she could refer
me to other potential participants. This technique known as snowball sampling can be helpful for
reaching more qualified participants (Ezzy, 2002). Face-to-face interviews were conducted with
two participants and each interview was audio recorded using a small handheld digital recorder.
Each interview lasted between 2.5- 3 hr and took place at a local LGBT center.
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Participants had to meet certain criteria to be included in this study. First, participants had
to personally identity as transgender. Second, they had to have undergone physical and/or social
transitioning between the ages of 40-55 years. Third, they had to have transitioned within the last
five years. Fourth, they had to have transitioned while residing in a mid-south urban
environment. Fifth, they had to identify as their preferred gender(s) full time. And lastly, given
the fact that I am doing narrative inquiry research, participants had to be willing to share stories
and talk openly about their gender identity and transition. To protect identity and confidentiality,
each participant was assigned a pseudonym. Appendix D includes the participants’ pseudonyms,
current age, age when they first remember feeling some gender incongruence, and age when they
physically and/or socially transitioned full-time.
I was able to recruit three people for this research project but after the interviews were
completed, one asked to be removed from the study due to fear of being revealed as trans. She
was not out as trans in her community, church, or place of employment and despite using a
pseudonym she feared her secret would be discovered if she continued with the study. The
remaining two participants were Helen and Maggie (pseudonyms).
Helen is a 47-year-old white female who completed her transition just 8 months prior to
our interview. She first noticed gender incongruent messages and feelings when she was 4 or 5
years old. She was raised in a family with two sisters (one younger and one older), a mother who
was a homemaker, and a father who was a laborer. Helen is currently single, has never been
married, and does not have any children. She works in lower management at a small local
business and has associate and bachelor’s degrees in accounting. She recently applied to a
Master’s program for business administration but has not been notified of her acceptance status.
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Maggie is a 52-year-old white female who transitioned approximately 4 ½ years ago.
Maggie first acknowledged incongruent gender feelings when she was 14 years old. She grew up
in a small town with her mother, father, and twin sister. Her mother was a homemaker but
because of her mechanical skills was often responsible for fixing things around the house. Her
father worked as a firefighter and eventually served as fire chief. Maggie is an army veteran,
divorced, and has two sons but no longer has contact with them or other members of her family
since transitioning. She works as a program coordinator at a large corporation.
Analysis
Using narrative inquiry means that I am interested in the stories that participants tell
about being transgender and transitioning later in life. Polkinghorne (1995) explained that in
narrative inquiry, “the goal of analysis is to uncover common themes or plots in the data.
Analysis is carried out by hermeneutic techniques for noting underlying patterns across examples
of stories” (p. 177). By telling their stories and narrating their experiences, participants also
construct identities (Arvay, 1998) and I used a narrative analysis approach proposed by Hole
(2007) to collect and analyze these stories and identities. Analysis provides a way to explore the
meanings that participants attribute to their experiences, understand why some events may be
talked about while others are not, and the influence of social context. Finally, narrative analysis
takes a critical look at how power operates in specific contexts. It attends to the process of how
specific identities are contested and marginalized by dominant narratives. Using an analysis
approach proposed by Hole (2007), four interpretive readings of the verbatim transcripts guided
my analysis. These interpretive readings were: reading for content, reading for participant
positionality, reading for content related to research questions, and lastly, reading for cultural
discourse (Hole, 2007).
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First, I read each transcript for content analysis. This involved a careful reading of the
transcript while listening to the audio recording. During this initial reading, I made a note of any
questions that I had about the accuracy of my interpretation or something that needed further
clarification. I then addressed these during follow up interviews with the participants.
My second reading of the transcripts involved identifying how the participants located
themselves within their narratives. In other words, I was looking for how the participant
positioned themselves throughout the interview and if and when this positioning changed.
Examples of questions that guided this part of the analysis for me were who is the narrator of this
particular story that the participant is telling? How does the participant position self within this
story? When does the participant seem to switch subject positions in stories? Are there times
when positioning seems incongruent to other positions the participant has taken. Hence, the
second analytical reading permitted the probing of the participants’ subject positioning where
incongruous, contradictory, and multiple selves seemed apparent (Hole, 2007).
The third analytic reading consisted of reading the transcripts looking specifically for
stories that addressed the research questions. In other words, during this reading I was looking
for narratives that participants shared that directly spoke to their gender experiences,
negotiations, and embodied experiences prior to and after their transition. According to Taylor
(2006), these stories are important because they indicate the site in which their gender and body
experiences and relationship to discourse is materialized and navigated (Hole, 2007).
The fourth reading was interrelated to the third but differed in that it focused on the
cultural stories and discourses that were at play as the participants formed their transgender
identities and idea of self through the telling of their narratives. I read the transcripts looking
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specifically for examples of how the participants derived a sense of identity and experience from
the ideas, images, representations, and discourses available to them (Hole, 2007).
In addition to using the analytic approach proposed by Hole (2007), I found it particularly
helpful when reading the transcripts and analyzing the data to combine Hole’s (2007) approach
with Ezzy’s (2002) recommendations for conducting sound narrative analysis as both approaches
seemed to complement each other and provided the structure that I needed as a novice qualitative
researcher. Using Ezzy’s (2002) approach as a complementary guide, I first compiled the
interviews into stories. Next, I analyzed the content, context, and discourse of the stories that the
participants shared. This step highlighted my interpretation and understanding of the data. Third,
I compared the stories across interviews looking for differences as well as similarities in the
content, style, as well as interpretation of cultural and historical discourse. During this step of the
analytical process, I also considered the potential impact of certain variables like age, region,
current and historical social locations on the interpretation of the data. Lastly, I looked for stories
that seemed to provide insight into the research questions.
After the four readings as outlined by Hole (2007) and complementary analysis using
Ezzy (2002) were completed for each interview, I organized the data from the interviews into
two sets of findings: narrative summaries of each participant’s life story and an interpretive
summary across the two stories (see Appendix F). For the narrative summaries I constructed
abridged narratives by condensing each participant’s interview, sometimes using their exact
words and other times offering my interpretative synopsis of the stories. (Please note that in the
narrative summaries I tried to use as much of the participants’ words as possible and I mostly
summarized for the sake of brevity and clarity.) Dispersed within the narrative summaries are my
analytic interpretations of the stories. For the interpretive summary, I read across the interviews
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to identify the discourses that seemed relevant in both interviews. I made a point to specifically
look for discursive examples of some of the concepts discussed in Chapter 2 like power,
resistance, self-policing, knowledge, and truth as well as other discourses that seemed to
exemplify some commonality and highlight the tensions in participants’ gender and embodied
experiences (see Appendix F).
Representation
Creative analytic practice (CAP), first coined by Laurel Richardson (2000), incorporates
multifarious artistic approaches in representation while maintaining analytic rigor. CAP troubles
the divide between art and science and welcomes the use of embodiment and sensory
experiences like performance, music, and dance into representation. Some research findings may
be displayed artistically through photography, collages, sculptures or painting while others
utilize writings such as fiction, novels, and poetry, as representational platforms. Creative
representations provide several ways to cognitively frame and present research as well as reach
varied audiences. CAP also offers a chance to reconsider the standards typically used to judge
research while bringing evocative attention to certain experiences.
I used CAP to represent data from the interviews by turning each interview into a story. I
felt that crafting stories from the research data was germane considering the voices and
narratives of older adults who have recently transitioned are often missing from academia and
counseling literature. Before reading the interviews, I planned to organize the data to fit a
traditional story format with a beginning, middle and end. But, as I began going through the
interviews I noticed that the participants mostly told their stories in a linear, beginning to end
format anyway, so intentionally bending the data to fit this style was not necessary. I did,
however, break each narrative into ‘chapters’ and assigned each chapter a descriptive title. I
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inserted these chapters or breaks not only to enhance readability but also to delineate the stories
that addressed the research questions. Additionally, I read across both interviews to identity
commonality in experiences, especially those experiences that highlighted concepts stressed in
poststructuralism and transgender theory. I included excerpts from each interview that I believe
exemplified these concepts.
Lastly, since one of the goals of this research is to impact the counseling profession and
equip counselors to work with transgender clients who transition later in life, I asked both
participants to pen an open letter (“Dear Counselor” letter) to counselors offering some guidance
on working with adults who transition later in life. The idea for the letters came from the Dear
Colleague letters that the Department of Education’s Office for Civil Liberties sends to agencies
outlining the mandates and best practices that should be followed in order to retain their federal
funding. These letters represent a top down approach to information sharing in which an
‘authority’ controls what should be done. Instead, I wanted the Dear Counselor letters to
represent a bottom up flow to communication, in which transgender clients directly influence
their care and best practices.
Summary
The present study is a transgender theory narrative inquiry that utilizes life story and
semi-structured interviews to expose and deconstruct the experiences of and discourses
impacting individuals who undergo gender transition later in life. To highlight the
transnarratives, I utilized narrative analysis which allowed me to bring light to similarities
between the narratives while maintaining the uniqueness of participants’ experiences. The
following chapters will provide the data analysis and representation of the data.
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Chapter 4
Analysis and Representation
Chapters 4 and 5 will describe the stories of Helen and Maggie, respectively, and how
they talk about their experiences with transitioning. These stories were constructed by
condensing the verbatim transcripts of the original interviews. The transcripts included sounds
(e.g., breaths, gasp, sneezes, coughs, background noise) and other noises that could be heard on
the recording along with any pauses and the length of the pauses. Some of these elements were
also included in the condensed stories that follow. The condensed narratives consist mostly of
the participants’ exact wording. Interspersed throughout the narratives are my analyses of the
discourse and cultural influences on each participant’s transition, what they share and how they
tell their stories, as well as how the narratives fit within transgender theory. After each story, I
have included an afterword section that captures my thoughts about the interview and its
relevancy to counseling.
Helen’s Interview
I met Helen for her interview on a rainy Thursday evening around 5:45pm. We met in a
small white room, approximately 8’X 10’, at a local resource center. The room had one small
window and had various sized posters on the north and south walls promoting safe sex and
condom use, signs of a healthy relationship, anti-domestic violence campaigns, and an
announcement for a new local Crisis Center text line. On the east wall was a large corkboard
with multiple flyers announcing various events including a local drag show, a call for
participants for a drag pageantry competition, a go to prom fundraiser for one of the LGBT youth
programs held at the center, an announcement for a gay friendly cruise, a house for rent, a search
for non-smoking pet-receptive roommates, and a notice of auditions for the Vagina Monologues.
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The west wall, the wall with the window, was bare except for a small table holding a black and
metallic single cup coffee maker, a few Styrofoam cups, and coffee stirrers. I brought along a
few bottles of water and mini bags of pretzels and peanuts for Helen just in case she wanted
refreshments, and placed them on the table in front of the coffee maker. The room had a small
mahogany wood desk and three black folding plastic chairs. I positioned two of the chairs at a
comfortable distance in front of each other along the front side of the desk.
I greeted Helen at the front door of the building and introduced myself. However, before
entering the interview room, she went to the ladies room to freshen up. When she entered the
interview room I greeted her again with a handshake. I noticed that she seemed friendly but a
little apprehensive. She had chin length dark brown hair, almond shaped and colored eyes, and a
slender, pointed nose. She wore a pair of simple pearl earrings with a matching single strand
pearl necklace and bracelet on her right wrist. On her left wrist she wore a delicate silver bracelet
that I noticed later in the interview was in the shape of a cross. She wore mocha colored round
toe perforated wedges with a low heel, a pair of slender straight leg tan slacks, and a white threequarter sleeve pin point oxford shirt. Her fingernails were painted a subtle nude color. She
carried a small beige clutch style purse and donned modest amounts of make-up, which made her
bold red lipstick choice even more pronounced.
After greeting Helen, offering her snacks, and making small talk until she seemed to be
more relaxed, I began the interview by going over the consent form, assuring her understanding
of its content, and getting her signature on the form. I briefly discussed the impetus for this
research project and my desire that it would aid counselors in being more attuned to their clients
who may have transitioned later in life as well as bringing more transnarratives to the forefront.
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What’s in A Name
I am a 47-year-old transgender female and I transitioned completely just eight months
ago. I've always known since I was maybe four or five years old that there was something about
me that did not match up with who I was. How I saw myself did not match how I looked and
how I was being raised. I knew that I was more than just a girl in a boy's body, I was a girl and it
is like no one else knew that but me.
When it comes to transitioning, the last thing that I did was legally change my name.
Some of my family members still have a hard time calling me by my legal name, particularly my
older sister. I am a middle child and I have an older and younger sister. My older sister is having
the hardest time accepting anything about me. She refuses to call me her sister or call me by my
preferred name and pronouns. When I ask her about it she says, "the name mom gave you is your
real name."
When I was younger I thought that if I had a girl’s name maybe people would see that I
was a girl and would stop treating me like a boy. I thought it would force people to see me, to
really know me and know that I was a girl and that they had been wrong all of this time. I would
not be criticized anymore for wanting to play with my younger sister and her dolls instead of
playing football with the boys from the neighborhood. As an adult, choosing a name and having
people call me by that name is important because it is something that I did. I did not wait for
people to see and acknowledge me. I said this is who I am and this is the name that you are going
to call me. I choose to no longer hide.
Changing my name was the last thing that I did but it took a lot of work to get to the point
of where I am now. Electrolysis, hormones, doctor visits, new wardrobe, new shoes, trying to get
my hair to grow; finding a hairstylist who would work with trans women; trying to hide my
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Adams apple; learning how to apply make-up and not look like a drag queen or clown; changing
my posture and how I walk and stand; working on my mannerisms; practicing my feminine
voice; worrying about my weight; losing my job because I was transgender; finding a new job
and deciding if I tell the new employer that I was transgender before or after they hired me;
losing that job once they realized their commitment to diversity did not include gender diversity;
finding another job; figuring out where I could use the restroom safely and peacefully once I was
hired; losing friends who knew me before transitioning and could not accept me as a woman;
redefining my relationships with those who wanted to remain in my life but did not know how to
be my friend now that I was a woman; making new friends as a woman yet losing those new
friends when they learned that I was a trans woman.
There were so many things that I had to do just to be me and in order to be better
accepted socially and to feel better about who and what I saw when I looked in the mirror. The
last thing that I did after all of this back and forth with my jobs, parents, my family, my friends,
was legally change my name and get a new ID made. That was a lot less work than the other
things I had to do, but in some way, and I know it sounds weird, but there was something about
changing my name and getting a new ID that made my transition complete and real. I have
worked so extensively on this exterior, trying to look more like the woman that I feel I am on the
inside, but all it takes is someone like my sister to call me by my birth name and it's like all of
this hard work and effort is just invalidated.
Analysis. In this particular excerpt, which is the first story that Helen shared in the
interview, she expressed the importance of claiming and owning her identity as well as the
struggles and instability in forming her identity. Being trans meant more than changing her
physical appearance it also meant being called by her preferred name and having that preferred
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name recognized legally. Social and legal recognition of her name validated her “womaness” or
her female identity. Despite all of the physical work that she did to her body, that work could be
invalidated if she was called by her birth name or referred to by masculine pronouns. Stryker
(1994) wrote that the body is only rendered meaningful through sociocultural and historical
discourses, and this can be applied to this excerpt from Helen. Despite her physical
transformation, legal recognition and acceptance from her family and society is key to her
identity as a trans woman. Acceptance is shown by respecting her choice in name and pronouns.
Additionally, not only was name an important part of Helen’s identity but her self-esteem
and sense of power was tied to societal acceptance and usage of her chosen name. Initially,
Helen expressed that if she could get people to use the correct name for her they would somehow
realize that they had made an error in assuming that she was a boy. The more that people
misnamed and misgendered her, the more invisible and powerless that she felt. Part of
(re)claiming her power was choosing a name and demanding that people call her by that name.
Helen said, “I did not wait for people to see and acknowledge me. I said this is who I am and this
is the name that you are going to call me. I choose to no longer hide.” Helen’s insistence to be
called by her chosen name not only made her more visible but it also seems to fit Foucault’s
(1980b) description of power. Power is something that is performative and strategic. Power is
something that has to be constantly enacted, not something to be achieved. It can be repressive
and productive. Helen was strategic and purposeful about her physical transition. She adopted
traditionally feminine mannerisms and posture. She changed her physical appearance with makeup, clothes, electrolysis, and hormones. Despite these actions, she has to constantly re-enact her
femininity with people like her older sister who refuse to call her by her chosen name or in new
spaces where her trans identity is revealed. Being referred to by the wrong name or gender
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pronoun is repressive but it also serves as the site where she has found confidence and strength to
live as a trans woman. Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010) maintains that it is this oppression that helps
trans individuals fight for visibility and acceptance.
Boys Don’t Cry, Well Maybe in a Closet
I learned what it meant to be male and female, masculine and feminine from my family.
My family was pretty traditional. My mother took care of the house and children while my father
provided the paycheck. My younger sister and I both had asthma and I learned that it was okay
for my sister to cry and be afraid when she was having an asthma attack but it was not okay for
me. One day when I was about 5 years old I had an asthma attack. My father came home while
my mother was comforting me and wiping my tears away. He made my mother put me down and
stop comforting me because he thought that she was coddling me and making me a sissy because
boys do not cry. Something happened that day, well several things happened that day. For
starters, my mother no longer showed overt affection towards me and to this day our relationship
remains impacted by that moment. I learned that it was not ok to cry, at least not in front of my
parents. However, my younger sister was able to be coddled as my father called it. She could cry
and be comforted by both my parents. I, however, learned to shut myself away in a back closet
when I was having an asthma attack or when I wanted to cry.
My father wanted me to be a miniature version of himself. I remember more than once he
took me to the manufacturing plant where he worked to teach me how to weld and to drive a
forklift. My younger sister would cry to go and he would tell her, "No, you can't go. This is
man's work. Stay at the house and help your mother." In the summer when I was not working
with him I had to cut the lawns in the neighborhood. He always told me that I had to be able to
take care of my family. He used to have these conversations with me about being the man of the
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house if something happened to him. I was so scared because I knew that I could never be a man,
I wasn’t even a boy. If my family's survival depended on a man taking care of them, I was not
sure what was going to happen to us if my father died. When I was younger I used to pray that
my father would never die because we needed a man to take care of us. As I got older, I began to
pray that when my father died God would send a man who wouldn’t try to make me be a boy as
my father did. Then by the time I reached my teen years I prayed that God would just make me a
man and take away the awareness that something was different about me. I just wanted him to
make me a boy like everyone else seemed to believe that I was when they looked at me. By the
time I was a young adult, I was praying that God would do one or the other, either make my
body match who I felt I was on the inside or make my inside match my body.
Analysis. In this excerpt from Helen I noticed that her positioning as the subject of the
story changed. Not only did her positioning within the story change but she also seemed less
confident as compared to the beginning of the interview when she spoke of demanding that
people call her by her chosen name. Her positioning of self within her narrative changed and I
also noticed a physical difference in her posture and facial expression. At the beginning of the
interview she had erect posture, her shoulders were back, and her chin slightly raised. I
interpreted her stance as confident and proud. However, when she began talking about the
messages that she received from her parents related to being a boy, not showing emotions, and
being fashioned into a miniature version of her father, she no longer spoke of herself as enacting
change within her own life. Instead she was a passive participant as others (her parents in
particular) enacted their will upon her.
Ezzy (2002) pointed out that when doing narrative analysis and participants switch
positioning within their stories, it is helpful to examine how social structures and cultural
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discourses are being reflected in the narratives that participants share. For instance, in the above
excerpt Helen described a time in her life when due to her age and dependence on her parents she
was completely controlled and guided by their expectations for her. The time that Helen is
referencing is the early 1970s (approximately 1974) and during this time significant things were
happening that inevitably shaped social structures and cultural discourse and in turn shaped
Helen’s story as well.
The early 1970s is often referred to as the Women’s Movement (Borstelmann, 2011).
Borstelmann (2011) described this period as a transformative time for women in the workplace,
thanks in part to the amendment and creation of several acts like The Equal Pay Act (1963), the
Civil Rights Act (1964), the Title IX Educational Amendment (1972), and a Supreme Court
ruling prohibiting sex segregated help wanted ads (1973). Advocacy work and creation of far
reaching organizations like the National Organization for Women (1966) and the launch of
feminist publications such as Ms. Magazine (1972) also helped to usher in a reimagined way to
view women and their expected roles. Around this time, the Vietnam War was still underway
and due to its length and need for medical personnel, many women served their country (the only
way they were legally allowed to at the time) as nurses for those wounded during combat. Also,
in 1973 the American Psychiatric Association (APA, 2013) removed homosexuality from the
third edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) in 1973.
Despite the forward momentum for women’s rights there was an equally strong backlash
criticizing the movement. Women who wanted to work outside of the home and advocated for
equal protections and equal pay were vilified in print and televised campaigns. There were
several ad campaigns of smiling happy women reminding other women that their place was in
the home providing for their husbands and children (Seamone, 2014). Religious and some
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secular organizations began peddling conversion therapy programs in response to the APA’s
depathologizing homosexuality (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2005).
I mention all of these historical events because they undergirded and shaped Helen’s
experiences growing up. Although she was likely too young to understand the magnitude of
these sociopolitical and cultural events, they, nevertheless, impacted her upbringing. They
impacted how her parents parented her and the messages that they passed on to her. For instance,
Helen’s father held very traditional, heteronormative beliefs about the roles of women and men.
His belief system, however, was being challenged by the changing political climate and perhaps
one way to ensure the changes did not impact his household was by demanding family members
strictly adhere to binary gender roles. This shut down any possibility for Helen to express gender
dissonance that she may have felt growing up. And, her narrative reflects that she continued to
struggle with this dissonance throughout her life, often praying that it will be resolved by either
fixing her body or removing the awareness that something was different about her.
Additionally, when doing narrative analysis both Ezzy (2002) and Hole (2007)
recommend looking for narratives that address or answer the research questions. In this excerpt
Helen begins to shed light on two research questions in particular: how do transgender
individuals experience gender pre and post transition? And, how do transgender individuals
negotiate gender messages? As a child, Helen was expected to emulate the actions of her father
and carry on the traditional roles set forth by her parents. She was supposed to perform the
chores and learn the jobs that were considered more masculine like mowing the lawn, driving a
forklift, and welding. She was pegged to be the provider of the home if something happened to
her father and he taught her job skills that would help her earn a living to support the family.
During this time, Helen’s parents also showed her what was expected of and allowable for girls.
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For instance, Helen was shown that women needed to have someone provide for them. They also
had a duty to be home makers, taking care of the house, husband, and children. Their labor and
skills were used in the home, not outside of the home. Helen was also expected to hide emotions
like fear and sadness. When Helen’s younger sister would cry to go to work with her father he
reminded her that she was a girl and should stay in the house and help her mother cook and
clean. She was never reprimanded for crying but Helen was. In fact, affection was withheld from
Helen when she cried because her parents believed that coddling her would make her a “sissy”.
Helen learned to hide her emotions away and would literally hide in a closet when she was afraid
or sad, or when she was showing a part of herself that was incongruent to the messages received
from her parents about how boys should act.
Congruence At Any Cost
At this point, I was tired of living a fragmented life. I was so tired of living in this place
of incongruence that I didn't care anymore. It didn't matter if I was a woman or man I just
wanted to feel as though there was balance and congruence between my inside and outside. I
prayed for a long time but nothing happened. And then I felt as though I had to make a decision
for myself and do something about it. Waiting for someone or something to rescue me, it was not
going to happen. I had to make it happen. So I decided to bring congruence to my life regardless
of what others thought or how they felt. It's when I got to that point of just not giving a damn
what others thought, how they would feel, what they would say, if my family would support me,
if my friends would still be my friends and love me, if I would have a job or not, if I would ever
find someone to love me, if I would be understood and accepted, if I would be harassed or
assaulted, if I would be discriminated against when trying to buy a new house, if I would have to
find a new church to attend for worship. It's like I got to a point that even if all the answers to
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those scenarios were negative, I still had to have some congruence and stability in my life. I had
to finally live a life that felt right for me and whatever that meant so be it. I am one of the lucky
ones though, my younger sister is still very supportive of me and calls me her sister. Her husband
and children are very active in my life and her children refer to me as their aunt.
Analysis. As Helen shared her story about deciding to live with congruence at any cost, I
noticed that her subject positioning within the narrative changed. She switched from a passive
recipient having inaccurate gender messages enacted upon her to someone who used her
oppression for personal change. Helen talked about being willing to sacrifice everything, her
relationships with family and friends and her job if it meant finally having congruence between
her gender, gender identity, and gender expression. One of the research questions asks how
gender messages are negotiated. For Helen, it seems that she tolerated incongruent messages
until resolving the ambivalence was more important than any other loss she may sustain.
Everything Changed When I Met Christine
The first time I had any awareness that there was someone else in the world perhaps like
me was around 1977. I think I was maybe 11 years old or so. I heard on the radio that they were
going to do a decade look back at Christine Jorgensen's autobiography. They described her as a
person who used to be a man but was now a woman. I remember sitting at the kitchen table just
transfixed. And they quoted a piece from the book where she wrote something like, “nature made
a mistake and so I fixed it”. My mind was racing at that point. I had never even considered that
someone could have been born a man but later become a woman. How was that possible? They
went on to report that she did it with surgery but at that point the only familiarity I had with
surgery was my grandfather who had had heart surgery due to cardiac disease and my neighbor
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who had his appendix removed. In my mind I equated Christine as being sick and the surgery
helped to make her better.
I could vaguely sense that there was something about me that was like Christine but I was
not sure what it was. I didn’t know what transgender was at that point and even if I did I'm not
sure that I would have identified with it. But I concluded that like Christine, nature had made a
mistake and now I was sick and without surgery I was probably going to remain sick. From that
moment on I became obsessed with trying to see pictures of Christine and to get my hands on her
book. Things weren’t as they are now. I didn’t have the Internet, Google, or e-books. I remember
going to my school library the next day and looking in the card catalog to see if we had her book.
It's no surprise that we did not. When I asked the school librarian if we had Christine Jorgensen's
book she asked, “What did she write dear?” I didn't know what to say so I lied and said that I
couldn't remember. I even begged my mother to take me to our local library, which I never do,
but it wasn't there either, again no surprise. I think I was in high school before I was able to see
pictures of Christine and in college before I was able to get my hands on the book.
The day that I finally saw pictures of Christine I was waiting on my mother at the doctor's
office when I noticed that they had magazines on the table. I was strolling through the magazines
and noticed that they had one with Christine on the cover. I remember my heart pounding against
my chest so loudly I could hear it in my ears. I wanted to immediately read the magazine but I
had to be careful. I did not want anyone to see me or suspect that I was like her. So I continued to
scroll through all of the magazines as if I wasn't interested in Jorgensen's article, but I knew that
there was no way I was going to leave that office without that magazine. For the next few
minutes I tried to figure out a way to sneak it out unnoticed. While I was trying to figure out my
plan my mother came out and so I just rolled up the magazine and walked out. I was so nervous
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you would have thought I was shoplifting but at the same time I was excited because I had been
waiting for this moment for so many years.
When I got home I went to my room and sat with my back against the door and devoured
that magazine. I read every word about her and looked at all of the pictures. There were a few
pictures of her prior to her transition but most were post transition. I was struck by how happy
and comfortable she looked in both of her pictures, pre and post transition. I could not relate to
her look of comfort in pictures. All of my pictures growing up looked so awkward. If I smiled,
the smile was forced and fake. I didn't feel comfortable in my body and I felt it always showed.
Taking pictures only froze those moments in time and gave people the ability to scrutinize me
and perhaps figure out the secret I was hiding. I was really afraid that if people looked at me long
enough, whether it be pictures or in person, they would be able to see that I was different.
Anyway, I read everything about Christine and what also struck me is that despite how happy
she looked the magazine didn't seem very affirming of her. I remember that they used phrases
like she was a “victim of demasculinization” and that she was not a “real woman” since she did
not have the ability to bear children. She was ex-military so she was called a deserter of her
nation. Looking back on it, I think what they also wanted to call her was a deserter of
masculinity, the coveted sex.
I became obsessed with the pictures of Christine and I cut all of them out, just her post
transition pictures not the male ones, and I folded them neatly and I kept them under my pillow. I
looked at these pictures all of the time. They meant so much to me. My mother discovered that I
was keeping pictures of a pretty woman under my pillow. She didn't know who the woman was
but apparently she told my father about it, and I promise you it was the proudest my father has
ever been of me. He actually slapped me on the back and called me son. He was thrilled because
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I really think he thought I was gay. That was his worst nightmare. He didn't have a frame of
reference to imagine I was transgender so he didn't worry about that. If I was hiding pictures of a
woman under my pillow that had to mean that I was sexually attracted to her and this absolutely
delighted my father. I think that was the best moment that I have ever had with him and that
makes me sad because it was based on misconception.
I understood that something about me was more like Christine than unlike her, but I
didn't know exactly how we were alike. I knew that whatever linked us would not be accepted by
my family and community so I hid it, whatever "it" was. And, ironically, during this moment
when I for the first time in my life felt closer than ever in being able to unravel what was wrong
with me, I was the most hidden, most wrongly conceived of by my parents. They believed that
by hiding pictures of this pretty blonde woman under my pillow, I was this warm-blooded,
strapping, heterosexual male, but according to the article that I cut the pictures out of, Christine
wasn't even a real woman, she was this pseudo version of a woman. What a mess of confusion!
After discovering Christine, I became almost obsessed with my body and with the fact
that it could look different, that I could look like post-op Christine instead of pre-op Christine.
So, I went about trying to recreate some of her pictures that I had cut out of the magazine. There
was one in particular that I liked of her. She had on a head wrap and a pair of pearl earrings and a
blouse and vest. She wasn’t all Hollywood glamour in this one. What really drew me to the
picture is that the look seemed attainable. There was no way that I could recreate her extravagant
looks with the furs and diamonds but I could do the head wrap and earrings and look like a
woman. It was promising, you know? So, over the course of probably a few weeks I started
trying to collect items that would help me to create Christine’s look. I found a pair of earrings
behind the couch that my older sister had lost. When my sister threw out her makeup I grabbed it
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out of the trash because there was still just a bit of makeup left. My mother had a white satin
scarf that she wore on special occasions and my sister had a soft navy blue blouse with these
little yellow and white flowers that I always loved. One day I saw both of these items in the
laundry basket and I knew it was my chance so I snatched them, stuffed them in a bag, and ran to
my room and hid them under my bed. I thought my heart was going to beat out of my chest, I
was so nervous.
Later that night after everyone was asleep I closed my door and got out the picture and all
of the items that I had collected and for the first time I was going to dress like a woman. I
remember that feeling even now. I felt giddy and full of nervous energy. It felt like I was finally
getting something that I had wanted all of my life but I didn’t realize until that moment that it
was something that I wanted so badly. My hands were shaking and when I get nervous I sweat so
I had sweat pouring down my face but I was not going to let that stop me from putting on makeup. I grabbed my flashlight and taped the picture of Christine to my mirror and I got started on
recreating this look, recreating myself. Well first off, the make-up was hideous. The only thing
that I had was mauve lipstick that I had to dig out of the tube with my fingernail, traces of blue
eye shadow, and dried out mascara. I didn’t have any blush so I came up with the brilliant idea to
use some of the lipstick on my cheeks. Horrible decision, in hindsight. I looked like a clown but
in the moment I felt beautiful. So I did my make up in the dark with just the light from my
flashlight and I put on the blouse which was a little snug fitting but that didn’t matter either. And
I wrapped the scarf around my head and I looked at myself in the mirror and I remember for the
first time thinking this is how I am supposed to look. This is who I am supposed to be. And I had
never said that to myself or thought that before. It’s like I have always known that I am different
but wasn’t sure how until that very moment. And I was really lost in the moment, so I didn’t
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notice that my mother had opened my door and was standing there looking at me. I never turned
towards her, I could see her in the mirror but I couldn’t will myself to turn to her. It’s like I was
paralyzed, I didn’t try to turn off the flashlight or rub the make-up off my face or take off the
scarf. We just stared at each other and it felt like forever but it was probably just a couple of
seconds. To this day we have never talked about it at all. I am not sure what she thought or what
she did. I can only assume that she did something that got my younger sister’s attention because
less than a minute later my younger sister opened the door and she too just kind of looked at me
and then she stepped in the room, turned on the light, and closed the door. And then she said, “If
you want to wear my clothes you are going to have to ask and if you are going to wear make-up
you are going to have to do a better job than that in applying it.”
Analysis. This excerpt represents one of the first times that Helen was able to come
closer to understanding the ambivalent feelings she had experienced most of her life.
Discovering Christine was her first tangible experience with being able to see herself as similar
to another person. And although she could not completely articulate all that she had in common
with Christine, it was the first time that she was able to gain some context and language for her
experience. For Helen, Christine demonstrated that change was possible. She was proof that
someone could be different from how they were born which was an optimistic departure from the
options Helen thought were available to her. However, she was also able to recognize that
changing one’s gender came at a price. Although Christine looked happy in her pictures she was
often ridiculed by the same newspaper and magazine articles that featured her. Helen concluded
from the articles that Christine had surgery because she was sick, and if Helen was indeed like
Christine, then Helen must also be sick and would need surgery to be well. Surgery was not an
option for Helen but seeing the pictures of Christine offered another possibility that she had not
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thought of before this point. She could recreate one of Christine’s looks from the magazine. Just
as she learned from her family to hide her “feminine” traits (like her asthma attacks, anxiety, and
tears) from them, she knew that she would have to hide dressing as a female from them as well.
Seeing pictures of Christine increased Helen’s awareness of her own body. In fact, Helen
said she became “obsessed” with her body. She became preoccupied with the possibility of it
being more representative of female, even without surgery. Socially constructed ideas of
femininity like clothing and make-up were the primary ways in which Helen tried to represent
her body as female. At that time, discourses about changing her secondary sex characteristics via
hormones or surgery were not available to Helen. However, she felt optimistic when she realized
that with some ingenuity she could style her body as female and look more like Christine.
According to Connell (2002), gender is the main way that we often organize and
understand relationships with others and make sense of social and environmental events. When
Helen was caught by her mother wearing make-up and feminine clothing, she also learned that
there were some things that her parents would never talk about. Helen’s mother refused to enter
the same space with Helena or speak to her. She closed the door and never questioned or
mentioned that moment again. This is likely because Helen’s mother did not know of and/or
want to reorder how she understand what son meant. From the mother, she could not make sense
of her son wearing clothing typical associated with female. Helen assumed that her mother did
not share with her father what she saw because her father would have either disowned her
displaced her. Her mother’s lack of response further confirmed to Helen that something was
wrong with her and that she would have to always bury and hide her feelings. But, just as Helen
reached that conclusion, her younger sister offered something that Helen had never received up
to that point: the opportunity to openly be herself without hiding away in a closet.
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This excerpt also provides an example of the confusion that happens in heteronormative
discourse when sex/gender and sexuality are considered to be mutually formative paradigms.
Sexuality is defined according to sex/gender, and sex/gender is explained as sexuality. Burdge
(2007) wrote that sex and gender are ascribed simultaneously and because of this, they are often
believed to be synonymous, biological, and innate. Butler (1990) said since sex and gender are
considered innate, by default gender roles are often thought of as ‘natural’ as well. Also
prevalent in a heteronormative system is an assumption that one sex/gender will be sexually
attracted to the opposite sex/gender. Butler (1993) said that this means a person of the female sex
should identify with and display feminine characteristics and be sexually attracted to people of
the male sex who identify with and display masculine characteristics. Helen’s mother found the
post transition pictures of Christine that Helen kept under her pillow and Helen’s father proudly,
though incorrectly, assumed that Helen had the pictures for sexual attraction and/or gratification.
Because Helen was assigned male at birth and had a male sexed body, heteronormative discourse
allowed the father to conclude that Helen was a young heterosexual man with a thriving sexual
attraction to the beautiful blonde woman. For Helen, the moment had nothing to do with
sexuality, it was about gender identity but in a heteronormative society it is often difficult to
separate the two. Helen mentioned that it was the first and only time that her father seemed
genuinely proud of her and it was based on a misunderstanding.
Lastly, this excerpt also demonstrates why having space for and access to transnarratives
are so important. Helen did not have any affirming examples that could help her better
understand her experiences with gender. When she finally found a magazine that featured a trans
person it was not very encouraging. It objectified Christine and her experience. Her story was
treated as a spectacle for people to gaze at and her humanity was ignored. Her struggles pre and
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post transition and how those struggles were directly related to living in a heteronormative
society were not mentioned. Many of the magazine features on Christine did not actively include
her or her voice in the authorship. Transgender theory recognizes that it is important for
transnarratives and trans voices to be included in counseling literature and research.
Life After Christine
After my experience of dressing up, I knew that it was something that I wanted to explore
again but I also knew that there was no way that I would be able to do it living with my parents.
So, I decided to go to college so that I could have more freedom and privacy. I decided to go as
far away from home as I could and to a part of the country where I felt I would be more
supported. Ironically, the first night at school, my roommate got drunk at a party and he
confessed to me that he likes to dress up in women’s clothing. When he sobered up he was so
embarrassed and I had to make a choice, do I tell him about me or remain quiet? I told him about
myself and we became fast friends. He introduced me to a group of men around the city that he
knew that also liked to dress in women’s clothing either because they were cross dressers, drag
queens, or transgender. We found common ground in women’s clothing and also became really
good friends. I learned so much from this group and found so much acceptance with them.
Despite this acceptance and comfort there was something about it all that seemed
temporary. I was having fun and I could do it at college but I couldn’t do it when I returned
home, to the real world. I didn’t think there was any way I would be accepted by anyone outside
this little microcosm I had created with my friends. So even though I was having such a good
time and felt free and normal, I knew that it was temporary. It was just an illusion. I was going to
have fun while I could and then I was going to return to real life. The only one that I thought I
could have.
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I did another transition in college so to speak. As my time in school was coming closer
to an end, I started to pull away from my colorful group of friends. My dorm mate and I were
living off campus and were still really good friends but he represented what I needed to turn
away from, so when our lease was up I did not renew it. I found a little crappy studio apartment
that I could barely afford and I set my mind to getting over this female thing. I forced myself to
think about and be content in living life in the body I was given. I started hanging out more with
these religious fanatics and going to church with them. I considered and called some of my old
friends sick, the ones who were truly transgender. This is difficult to recall because it brings up a
time in my life that I am not very proud of. I said some really hurtful things to people that I had
grown to care about and who had been there for me. But when you are desperate to not be seen
by yourself and others as something that you really are, you will do and say anything to
dissociate yourself. I really wanted to dissociate myself from my former friends and so I started
attending more religiously conservative churches in the area. None of them ever talked against
transgender people because again it really wasn’t on people’s radar. They did talk quite a bit
against homosexuality and they definitely upheld traditional family structures and gender roles
so I am sure they would not have supported transgender individuals either. I started lecturing to
my former friends about the error of their ways and how they needed to change because it was an
abomination. And I held such vitriol in my condemnation of them. That is what I am not proud
of…the things that I said, how I said it; how I turned my back on people who had been so
instrumental in helping me to finally feel free and normal. Now I was calling them sick, freaks,
sinful and lost…everything to avoid looking at myself. I had become a hypocrite and an ugly
person. That was a period of my life that I think I will always look back at with sadness and
regret.
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Analysis. This excerpt seems to demonstrate very well concepts like discipline and selfregulation which Foucault wrote about in Discipline and Punish (1977). Foucault (1977) wrote
that in order for an oppressive system like heteronormativity to work, self-discipline and control
have to be internalized by each of us. Our behaviors then become subjected to our internalization
of the norms set forth by the system and we begin to self-discipline and self-regulate. The norms
of the system become so innate that is it hard to conceptualize life without them. This happened
with Helen while she was away at college. Although she found a cohort of cross dressing friends
who accepted her and allowed her to be herself, she did not believe that this could be a
permanent state. Somehow she still felt that who she was and what she was doing was wrong and
would have to be discontinued when she returned home. Helen’s experiences growing up
demonstrated to her that if her behaviors and dress did not fit her ascribed gender she could be
punished, shamed, or isolated from and by her family. In order to avoid this discipline, Helen
temporarily indulged in wearing women’s clothing but decided to refrain from it as it neared
time to return home. She made it a point to publicly engage in the expected behaviors of her
assigned gender. And, to separate herself even more, she distanced herself from her crossdressing friends and made it a point to criticize their cross dressing behaviors, especially those
who identified as transgender.
This excerpt also speaks to the use of power and how it manifests in different ways and
exists along a continuum. As mentioned earlier, people, regardless of their positioning on the
power spectrum, are more than just passive subordinates. They can and do resist power more
often than realized. Helen’s decision to wear women’s clothing while she was away at college
illustrates Scott’s (1990) point when he wrote that to really see power at work, we have to see
how the powerful and the powerless perform in the presence of their peers. Scott (1990) also said
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that with our peers, we co-author a concealed rulebook that consists of the behaviors and rules
that we cannot share with others outside of the peer group. So, in order to examine power
relations we have to investigate hidden rules as well as public performances. When we consider
Helen and her cross dressing group of friends, they understood that wearing women’s clothing
was not an acceptable practice in larger society, but they did it anyway together. They found
comradery, acceptance, and spaces where they could wear women’s clothing despite the
prevailing discourse that it was not an acceptable practice.
Penis Privilege
There were advantages in not transitioning. I call it penis privilege but it’s more than just
having a penis I know. Maleness is more privileged over femaleness. I did not appreciate or
realize my male privilege until I actually transitioned and maybe that is because I always felt as
though I was a woman on the inside. But the reality is, the outside me, what people saw, was
male and there was privilege in it. It was not until I shed my external male image that I realized
it. Because I was a male child, I received more freedoms than my sisters, even my older sister. I
had a later curfew than she did. In my father’s opinion, it wasn’t safe for women to be out after
dark but as a male I didn’t risk being raped like my sisters did. I did not appreciate the overall
safety that I felt being perceived as a man. Before transitioning, I never had this constant concern
for my safety but since transitioning I do think about my safety all of the time. I got comfortable
with the inherent safety men are afforded. Now there is a certain vulnerability that I feel and I
assume all women feel or have felt it at some point. I think my fear is two-fold. I worry about
being overpowered or sexually assaulted when I am alone regardless of where I am or the time of
the day. I also feel afraid that some extremist hate monger is going to find out that I am
transgender and assault me or kill me because of it. I fear that once cops find out I am
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transgender somehow my assault becomes my fault or is taken less seriously by the officers. I
guess it is the same experience of some women who have been raped and then somehow blamed
for it, you know? They are told they were asking for it because they were out late at night, or
they were drinking, or they were dancing provocatively, or because of how they dressed. If I am
assaulted will I be told it’s because I’m transgender and that I brought it upon myself?
Analysis. This excerpt captures an important point of transgender theory as it relates to
the body. Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010), proposed that transgender theory must incorporate the role
of the body (embodiment) in gender formation and identity, the impact of social structures on
gender identity, and the sense of self that comes from a body that is continually present in a
heteronormative society and likely, at times, engaged in gender performances. Although Helen
never felt like a man, the reality is her body was perceived as male prior to her transition and she
sometimes engaged that body in “typical” male behaviors. The perception of her body as male
came with some privilege and a taken for granted sense of safety. She also at times engaged in
gender performances deemed to be more masculine. Transitioning has helped her to better
understand the safety with which her male bodied self was able to travel through her social world
and it is continuing to shape how her female body interacts with her social world.
This excerpt also addresses the research question related to how Helen experienced her
body post-transition. Although Helen never felt comfortable as a man and never internally
identified as one, her interactions with her social world were influenced by her male body and
the perceptions that come along with a male body. Helen’s experience shows that perhaps
identity is not just an internal sense of self but an awareness that sense of self is influenced by
various discourses and the interaction of body, identity, and societal influences.
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Miss America Stole My Life
For me, transitioning was a push and pull process, an ebb and flow. It was not a straight
line. Sometimes I struggled with the decision to transition and other times I was ready to
sacrifice everything and everyone who couldn’t accept it. I guess you can say I transitioned in
stages and sometimes I went back a stage before moving forward again. After I graduated from
college I was determined to be normal and ignore the feelings that I had had all of my life. I
joined the most religiously strict church that I could find, found a girlfriend there and that was
pretty much how I spent 5 years of my life. I wasn’t happy but I wasn’t unhappy. Those barriers
I had put in place and my own personal resolve were enough to make me ignore my true self. But
one day that changed.
My girlfriend and I were watching the Miss America pageant and there was a contestant
Miss Washington I believe, there was something about her that was just beautiful, simply
mesmerizing, and I could not stop staring at her. My girlfriend thought it was a crush but that
was not it at all. She looked similar to how I used to imagine myself looking if I could be the
woman that I truly wanted to be. She had the facial features, the body structure, the height, the
poise, she had it all as I had imagined it, except she looked even better than what I imagined for
myself. I was envious of her. She was poised, talented, beautiful, and graceful and it came easily
for her. It came naturally. She didn’t have to pretend to be herself, she just was. She wasn’t born
with the wrong body. She had what should have been my body. I felt like I had been gut punched
by the realization. I remember feeling the deepest and most profound longing and sadness that I
had ever felt. I realized that as hard as I had been trying to fight it, hide it, and ignore it, I was a
woman and I was unfortunately stuck in a man’s body. I had to pretend that I was male and I had
pushed away the few friends that had ever accepted me.
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I went through a deep dark depression at that point. I broke up with my girlfriend, I
eventually lost my job due to poor attendance and performance. The depression just got so bad
that I would stay in bed for 2 or 3 days. I attempted suicide, actually I attempted three times. I
remember being absolutely frustrated with myself when it didn’t work. I remember thinking I
can’t even kill myself like a man. Men are likely to use more lethal means like a gun. On my
third attempt, I left a suicide note and confessed that I was transgender but would rather die than
not live authentically.
To make sure that this attempt was successful, I drank alcohol and took over the counter
and prescription drugs. The next day my younger sister came to my apartment and found me. She
thought I was dead but noticed that I had a weak pulse so she called an ambulance. I went to the
hospital and was there for several days before I was well enough to be discharged to the mental
health ward. I was inpatient for about a month and then I was stepped down to an outpatient
group that meet three times a week. During this time, not once did I reveal the reason why I
attempted suicide and I wasn’t asked. There was an assumption that I was depressed and
depression was an illness that needed medication. After the group was over, I decided to go to a
psychotherapist for individual counseling because I thought it would be easier to talk about what
was really going on with me. After a few sessions I took a risk and divulged that I was
transgender and the therapist told me that I had a disorder. It was disappointing.
Later that day, my younger sister stopped by my house. She held the suicide note up and
she said what do we do so that this never happens again? And I just cried. I said I have to be the
person I am, I have to stop living this lie. She asked how do you do that? I said I have no idea
and she said well let’s figure it out together. I told her that I really wanted someone to just
acknowledge me. I want someone to call me by a name that fits. I want to be Helen, I am Helen.
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And she said well from now on, that is what I will call you. That really marked the beginning of
my transition. It would take place over several years but that was the first real step towards living
an authentic life.
Analysis. This excerpt exemplifies many of the reasons why I decided to do this research
and why I believe these narratives are so important for the counseling profession and inclusion in
counseling literature and research. Unfortunately, Helen's experiences with depression, substance
misuse, and suicide attempts are not uncommon for transgender individuals (NCTE, 2011). It is
not uncommon for transgender individuals to receive less than competent care and also for them
to not divulge their trans status for fear of being misunderstood, judged, or pathologized by their
counselor or health care provider (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010).
This excerpt also addresses the research question related to how Helen experienced her
body pre and post transition. Prior to transitioning, Helen felt that her she was a woman who was
unfortunately trapped in a man’s body. She was able to distract herself from this realization by
self-policing how she expressed her gender and how she used her body. However, when Helen
watched the Miss America pageant she connected with a contestant who represented how Helen
visualized herself as a woman. Helen became acutely aware that the contestant was allowed and
expected to display her body and femininity in ways that were not available to Helen and her
male sexed body. She became painfully aware that her male sexed body did not match what she
saw on the television and it restricted her entry into certain spaces (like pageants). Although her
gender identity has always been female, the pageant made her cognizant of the role that body
plays in her daily interactions.
It is also interesting to note that like the beginning of this interview Helen ended with
talking about the importance of name. Having a gender congruent name seemed to mark the
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beginning as well the culmination of her transition. Name is often an important part of identity
for people and it seems to be important for Helen as well. Referring to Helen by her chosen name
meant that regardless of the markings of her body (clothing, secondary sex characteristics,
mannerisms) and ability at that time to alter it, she still received acknowledgement for being the
woman that she felt herself to be. This makes it important for counselors to ask and respect the
name and pronoun choices of clients, especially trans clients, as it may be the only gender
affirmation that clients receive.
Afterword for Counselors
Helen’s narrative demonstrates the importance of having a competent and caring
counselor who is attuned to the needs and experiences of trans clients and familiarity with
heteronormative discourse and its impact on gender identity formation. Helen’s story is one that,
unfortunately, other trans individuals have experienced, especially as it relates to depression,
substance misuse, suicidal ideations and attempts, and other mental health concerns. Although
trans clients’ transition experiences are different, it is important to note that depression and
suicide are higher in the trans community than the general population and are serious concerns
for this community. Fortunately for Helen she has one person from her family who has supported
her throughout her transition. Oftentimes the support of one person can provide significant
mitigating and protective factors in stressful situations. Sometimes counselors are the one
support person that a trans client may have.
Using language that indicates to clients that your office is a safe and affirming space
where they can reveal any gender incongruence is important. Some clients may never broach a
conversation about gender incongruence with their counselor without knowing that the counselor
will be supportive. Perhaps if Helen had this she would have spoken up sooner about the
difficulties that she was having.
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Chapter 5
Maggie’s Interview
I interviewed Maggie on a warm and sunny Monday evening around 4:30pm. I
interviewed her in the same room and resource center previously described in Chapter 4. When
she entered the facility she greeted and chatted with people that she knew before seeing me or
locating the interview room. She seemed very comfortable at the center and I noticed that she
spoke loudly, especially as compared to the hushed tones that others were using prior to her
arrival. She greeted most people with “Hi darling” and a kiss on the cheek or quick hug. I heard
her tell a few people that she was at the center to take part in an interview for someone’s
dissertation work. After I heard her share this information with a few people I approached
Maggie and introduced myself as the researcher that she would be working with. She greeted me
with “Oh hey, nice to meet you darling” and a quick hug.
Maggie was dressed in a long black knit maxi skirt with a right-side split, a bejeweled
white tank top, a cropped length blue denim jacket and a pair of black mule flats with a gold
buckle across the toe. The only jewelry that she wore was a pair of medium sized silver hoop
earrings. She wore a considerable amount of make-up including a darker toned foundation,
blush, eyeshadow, and lipstick. She also had high arched eyebrows and long eyelash extensions.
Before beginning the interview, Maggie wanted to introduce me to a few people at the
center, referring to me on two occasions as a friend interviewing her for some dissertation work.
When we made it to the interview room, Maggie asked me questions related to my research and
how I became interested in the topic. She began sharing interesting information about her
transition before we had a chance to go over the consent form or start the recording so I asked
her permission to save our conversation until we reviewed the consent form and started the
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recording which she agreed. I offered Maggie snacks which included a banana in addition to the
pretzels, peanuts, and water. After going over the consent form, assuring her understanding of its
content, and getting her signature on the form we continued the interview.
I Never Wanted to Be a Firefighter
I consider myself to be a transgender female. I define transgender as someone who was
told that they were one thing at birth but turns out they were actually another thing. So it is a
person who was told that he was a boy at birth but maybe with time he determined that he was
actually a girl. For me I had a male body but I had a female brain and I think that is what
happens with trans people. You have a brain that does not match your body or how you are being
treated and socialized. I was of course considered a male at birth but I came to know fairly early
that something was different about me and by early teenage years I felt that I should have been a
female, well that I was a female. The earliest I can remember feeling this way was at my 3rd
birthday party. My twin sister wanted a pink, white and yellow cake and I wanted the same thing
but instead got a red fire truck cake. My father, uncle and grandfather were firefighters and it
was just expected that I would be a firefighter and I would love fire trucks. I never wanted to be
a fire fighter, ever. In fact my sister wanted to be a firefighter more than I did and when she
would mention it they would just laugh it off and say oh how cute it was that she admired the
profession. She received many lectures, more than I did, growing up about the things that were
appropriate and acceptable for girls.
My issue of being treated differently was not just about the cake. I felt that differences
were being made between us and that had never happened before. When you see earlier pictures
of us, we wore the exact same outfit for maybe the first 5 years of our life. My mother was a
seamstress, she made all of our clothes. We were the twins and sometimes people treated us as if
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we were one person in two different bodies. Our identity was the twins, not our names. We were
referred to as the twins at school, at home, around the neighborhood. We were one person. So
when we had those different birthday cakes it was the first time that we had something different
and it was the first time that I realized that there was some reason that she could have a pink cake
and I couldn't and why I could have a fire truck cake and she couldn't and I didn't like it.
As I mentioned I have a twin sister and my mom stayed at home and my father was a
firefighter. We grew up in a small town in the northeast part of the United States and eventually
my father became the fire chief in the town. My grandfather had been fire chief many years
before him. I think it was the expectation that I would also become Fire Chief after my father.
We weren't very religious and I don't think that my family ever ascribed to a particular religion
when I was growing up. What was important to my family was perception. What did the town
people think about us? That was important to my family. Carrying on certain legacies like being
a firefighter that was important to my family. When I was about seven or eight years old I
learned how important being and acting like a boy was to my family.
My sister was playing with one of the many firetrucks that I had, I was playing with one
of her dolls and my mom was making dinner. My father came home, put his things down and
walked in the room to check on us. When he saw us playing with each other's toys he went
ballistic. I remember him actually in that moment seeming to be more upset that my sister was
not displaying more feminine characteristics than he seemed to be upset about me for playing
with the doll. He made my mom get my sister and take her to the kitchen and he took the doll
away from me and gave me the truck back.
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Analysis. Before delving into the analysis for this excerpt, it would be helpful to first
provide some context about Maggie and her family background. Maggie’s grandfather
immigrated from Italy to the United States in the 1930s. He entered the United States just around
the time that the U.S. government initiated numerous restrictions on immigration as a response to
the mass influx of approximately 27 million people into the country from 1880-1930. One of the
restrictions outlined that immigrants had to be literate to enter the United States. Maggie’s
grandfather had limited reading skills when he first immigrated and it created an underlying fear
that he could be deported at any moment. This may explain her family’s preoccupation with
other’s opinions when she was younger. Maggie mentioned that to give the illusion that he could
read well, her grandfather always carried around a newspaper or a book. Sometimes when out in
public he would pretend to read the book or paper to thwart any assumptions that he could not
read well. After sometime he did learn to read.
Another important piece that may have impacted Maggie’s experiences with gender is
that her grandfather spent many years in Italy when it was still ruled by Mussolini. During that
period, Mussolini was very vocal about his ideas of what constituted masculinity (and he defined
it narrowly) and what was acceptable from men. Activities like sports and exercise, and political
incidents like war and fighting were strongly suggested as methods to increase masculinity (as
defined by Mussolini) and combat any signs of femininity or weakness in men (Bellassai, 2005).
Although Maggie’s grandfather immigrated to the United States to escape Mussolini’s rule, he
was still exposed to and internalized the gender messages that were prevalent at that time.
Between the hegemonic masculinity learned in Italy and further reinforced in the United
States, it is very likely that these messages and experiences have been passed down to and
internalized by Maggie. She learned at the age of three that there was a difference between her
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and her twin sister though she was too young to understand what the difference could be. Before
then, there were no distinctions that she could make between her body and her sister’s. In fact, it
seems as if Maggie imagined her and her sister as having one body, a genderless body that until
then did not bear any gender markings that would justify differential treatment. Before Maggie
noticed any differences being made between her and sister based on their bodies, she noticed
differences in gender role expectations. Her sister could not have a firetruck cake, blue sheets, or
wish to become a firefighter. By the same account, Maggie could not have a pink cake or
bedsheets or play with dolls.
Additionally, there is a chance that Maggie had difficulty understanding the differences
being made between her and her sister because they were identical twins. Her sister was a
“mirror” reflection of Maggie back onto herself. How Maggie saw her sister may also be how
she saw herself. Maggie may have not only felt that her and her sister shared the same body but
that that body was decidedly female.
Learn How to Throw a Punch
I also learned about gender roles from my grandfather and uncle. They were very much
invested in making sure that I understood what it meant to be a boy. My uncle's answer for every
question that I asked was because that is what boys do or that is what men do or that's not what
men do. It didn't matter the question that was his answer for me. I remember one day, I was in
the 6th grade and by this time my sister had experienced a growth spurt but I hadn't quite caught
up to her or most of the kids in my class. I had a kid picking on me every day and my sister got
frustrated with the kid and beat him up. Well we both got in trouble, my sister got in trouble with
my dad who was telling her how it wasn't ladylike for girls to fight. I got in trouble with my
uncle for having a girl fight my battle. He said, you should be standing up for your sister. Men
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especially men from this family don't back down from fights. You're not gonna be my nephew
and not know how to fight. That evening my uncle had me at his house in the backyard punching
a punching bag. My sister was mad because she wanted to go and learn too but they wouldn't let
her. I remember my uncle saying to her, “Apparently you already know how to throw a punch.
Your brother needs to learn.” And when I asked, “Why I had to go? Of course, he said, “Because
that is what men do.”
My grandfather taught me that men are supposed to be the provider and protector of their
family. It doesn’t matter if you are the son, brother, uncle, or father in the family, you have a
duty to provide for and protect the females. A man who did not provide and protect was not a
man he was a femminuccia, a donnicciola. I guess the closest English translation is sissy or
maybe coward. After awhile I did not need my family to tell me to act like a man. I became very
passionate about meeting all of the typical stereotypes, especially as I started to realize that
something was off about me. I didn’t want to admit that to myself and I didn’t want anyone to be
able to tell that something was wrong with me. I figured if I could act masculine enough, male
enough then whatever was going on inside of me would just autocorrect and I would be ok.
Once when I was about 14 years old, I remember telling my dad that something was
wrong with me, and he asked, “What do you mean?” I said, “Sometimes I think that perhaps you
and mom were really supposed to have two girls, not a boy and a girl.” And he just stared at me
for it felt like forever and then he said, “Are you some kind of fag or some fairy? Are you gay?”
And I said, “No, god no.” By this time I had never heard the word transgender and I couldn't
articulate the disconnect that I felt, but I did know what gay meant and back then it was a very
very negative word. It was a shameful word in our community and it would bring shame to your
family. I felt repulsed that he would even ask me that. He said I don’t ever want to hear you say
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this again. Do you hear me? You just need to find yourself, you just need to be more comfortable
in your skin. He said you just need to grow into your balls. You have been babied too much by
your mother. Maybe your uncle was right, maybe I let you be too smothered by your mother. He
said you just need to man up and I can show you how to do that son. But I need you to
understand something. I have one daughter and I will always have one daughter and I will
always have one son. I knew then whatever was going on with me he would never understand
and would never accept. I decided in that moment that I was going to ignore the burgeoning
discontent that was growing out of control since I hit puberty.
Analysis. In this particular excerpt Maggie described having her gender enacted directly
upon her by family, particularly her father, uncle, and grandfather. They reinforced that to be
part of the family and to carry on the namesake meant performing certain gender roles like
providing for and protecting family and knowing how to fight. This excerpt also addresses the
research question related to how Maggie experienced gender pre transition. Before transitioning,
she learned that it was important for her to engage in behaviors that would prevent her from
being labeled a “femminuccia” or a “donnicciola.” It was important for males to exemplify
strength, bravery, and courage and more importantly these traits needed to be shown publically
in order to protect the family legacy. When Maggie attempted to explain to her father that she
was female he refused to hear the conversation and insisted that her feelings of gender
incongruence were caused by her lack of masculinity and could be corrected by performing
gender in a more masculine way.
I Became the Epitome of Masculinity
I know other trans people talk about how they knew very early on that they were trans.
Even if they didn’t have the vocabulary they were in tune enough with themselves to identify
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that something was going on and what that something was. I didn’t have that. I had moments
growing up when I wanted what my sister had, the pink bedding, the dolls but I never felt that
anything was wrong with me for wanting it. I did not feel that I was born in the wrong body I just
felt that my parents made poor shopping choices. When I turned 7 or 8 I started to feel that
something wasn’t right. As I got older, it felt like something was following me everywhere that I
went but no one was able to see it and I didn't know how to explain it to help others understand.
Then something happened. The day before I had that conversation with my father, my sister
started her period for the first time. I remember seeing my sister look at herself in the mirror and
sticking her chest out to make her boobs look bigger. I remembered the times since entering
puberty that I had stared at myself in the mirror, at the peach fuzz on my face, the acne, and the
pubic hair and just thought that something wasn't right but what was it. When I saw my sister
looking at herself in that mirror and I saw her curves and I knew that her body was blossoming
into womanhood it’s like the fog that had been blinding me up to that point just lifted. The veil
was removed from my eyes and I knew that was it. My body was supposed to look like my
sister's body and it did not. Before now we had been one person, we dressed alike, we had the
same flat chest and non-gendered features, the same hair cut but this was the first time that I
really started to see that we were indeed different people. We had very different bodies, I had the
wrong body.
That realization really scared me and I didn’t understand what was wrong with me. In
that moment I thought fuck this, I am going to be the manliest man I can be. If I ignore this thing
long enough it will auto correct. So that's what I did, I became the epitome of masculinity. I lived
stealth, I lived in such a way that people would never suspect what was going on with me. I
convinced myself even for a little while that nothing was going on with me. And when feelings
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surfaced I just ignored them by being uber masculine. Throughout high school and college,
played basketball, baseball, track, soccer, volleyball, rugby, swimming, and wrestling. I was in a
band. I joined a fraternity. I partied. I drank excessively at parties. I cursed. I dated as many girls
as I could, sometimes more than one at a time. I joined the army for a few years. I obsessed
about my body because I thought that if I was meticulous in my efforts to look more masculine I
would love my body more and I would stop wishing for a female one. I was able to divert my
attention with these antics for brief moments, but mostly I was unsuccessful, but I did convince
others and that was important. I got married, I had two boys. I taught them the skills my
grandfather, father, and uncle taught me like how to build things, fix things, shoot a gun, fish,
camp. My sons were eagle scouts. I was a Boys Scout leader for their troops. I did the things that
I had been taught to do, take care of my family and care about others’ perceptions. I think I did
being a man pretty well, better than some others’ I have encountered throughout my life. I got
pleasure out of seeing that I could fool people. It made me feel that my secret was safe that I was
safe and I didn’t have to worry about people judging me. I really did think that if I could just
keep it up, I would forget about that nagging feeling reminding me that I was not living honestly,
that I was living a lie. I was holding a life altering secret and something so huge can’t be ignored
forever.
I did everything in my power to ignore the gender incongruent feelings inside of me but
they were there regardless of how much I tried to ignore them. The thoughts and feelings became
more pronounced around the time that I turned 30. I wasn’t old but I couldn’t play sports the way
that I used to. All of the physicality that I exerted to prove to myself and others that nothing was
wrong with me was starting to wane. I had knee and shoulder injuries so that meant that I
couldn’t be as aggressive and macho as I had once been. Now that I could no longer hide behind
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athleticism and machismo I had to face the realization that I really was a woman. I lived with
that realization for approximately 5 years without acting on it or doing anything.
Analysis.
This very telling excerpt from Maggie provides insight into all of the research questions
posed in this study. Growing up Maggie mentioned that initially she did not feel any
incongruence with her body. She did not feel that she was born in the wrong body, but that her
family “made poor shopping choices” and misgendered her by buying bedsheets, toys, and other
items that were more appropriate for boys. At that point, Maggie and her twin sister (who still
served as a reflection of self for Maggie) both had similar pre-pubescent bodies. Maggie’s
perception was that their bodies were the same but they were expected to perform differently and
this caused confusion for Maggie. She began to sense that something was different about her
when compared to her sister but was unable to articulate what it might be. Maggie described this
point of her young life as being in a fog.
Maggie’s early experiences with her ascribed gender, gender identity, body, and familial
influence, support Nagoshi et al. (2014) position that it is impossible to conceptualize trans
identity without taking into account the multiple points of intersects between socially and selfconstructed aspects of self as well as one’s bodily experiences of gender. Initially, Maggie did
not feel that her body was incongruent to her identity or that she was born in the wrong body.
Her initial feelings of incongruence came from how her social environment interacted with her
body and the performance demands that were made of it.
As Maggie continued to receive incongruent messages from her social environment she
started to feel as though something was wrong, although she could not articulate what it could
be. However, she gained some clarity the day her sister started her period. This milestone bought
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the differences in their bodies to the forefront. Until this point, Maggie’s sister acted as a mirror
for how Maggie saw herself. When her sister started her period, it was obvious that their bodies
were different. Their once genderless bodies now had the markings of puberty and secondary sex
characteristics. When Maggie saw her sister’s body what she saw reflected back was that their
bodies were different, and not only were their bodies different, Maggie had the wrong body.
When Maggie noticed the difference between her and her sister, she attempted to share
her feelings of gender incongruence with her father. He made it clear to her that he did not
approve nor would he accept her as his daughter. Maggie decided that her only option was to be
the “manliest man” that she could be. Her goal was to perform male well enough to fool others
and hopefully even “autocorrect” her feelings of gender incongruence. Maggie’s ability to know
how to perform “manliest man” behaviors demonstrate what Alsop, Fitzsimmons, and Lennon,
(2002) meant when they wrote there are discursive instructions on how to perform gender in our
social and cultural spaces. The excerpt also demonstrates what Butler (1990) described as gender
performativity, which is the idea that gender roles and behaviors are not innate but socially
learned performances. Maggie made a decision to act out all of the gender rules and roles that
she had learned about being male and masculine so well that others would never suspect that she
had any feelings of gender incongruence. In fact, she hoped to perform masculinity so well that it
would “autocorrect” her gender ambivalence.
Finally, this excerpt exemplifies why transnarratives are so important to understanding
the experiences of older trans individuals. Monro (2000) wrote that narratives capture the
intersectionality of and limitations of gender and how gender fluidity and expression is impacted
by the body, social structures, and one’s sense of self. Forming one’s gender and social identity
is a narrative, interactional process that is continuously shaped by experiences with one’s body,
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intrinsic view of self, and societal messages received. Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010) wrote that the
self could only be conceptualized and understood in relationship to and interaction with the
“embodied, self-constructed, and socially constructed aspects of identity” (p. 437) and that the
autonomous trans self could only be understood when these all these facets were actively
integrated. In order to conceptualize Maggie, it is helpful to know her experience with body and
gender performance and how it has shifted due to sociocultural and familial influences.
Mirror, Mirror on the Wall
People, including my wife, family, and friends started to notice a change in my
demeanor. I was less vocal, less aggressive, and less of an asshole. I became less intimate with
my wife and she assumed I was having an affair. It had nothing to do with that. I was just
becoming more and more aware of my body and how it was not the body that I was supposed to
have. I didn’t want to be intimate with my wife with a male body. I wanted to be intimate with
her as a woman. I wanted a body that matched my brain.
Eventually it got to a point that I did not want to see my body at all. I refused to look in a
mirror. I gained a lot of weight and people who knew me realized this was not me. I had always
been vain and body obsessed. After I convinced my wife that I was not having an affair she held
an intervention for me because she thought that I was depressed. And I was depressed. I went to
a psychiatrist and got medication and for a little bit it helped but the cause of my depression was
still there and it wasn’t long before I slumped back into my darkness. And now I was
disgustingly fat from taking the anti-depressants.
One day when my wife and kids were gone, I decided that I had enough of living and
feeling this way so I decided that I was going to end it, I was going to kill myself. In the moment
that I realized that, I had a burst of energy. I knew relief was in sight. I wrote a suicide note for

109

my kids but I made a video recording for my wife and parents. I shaved, showered, and ate a
meal. I got the gun and went to the backyard because I didn’t want to kill myself in the house.
While I was sitting there with the gun my wife and kids came back home. I didn’t expect them
for another hour but my younger son had gotten sick so they came home earlier than expected. In
that moment, I sat there with that gun and thought ok if I am going to do this I have to do it now.
And then I heard my son calling out for me. He said, Dad, dad, where are you?” And I remember
thinking what would it be like to hear my son call me mom? I knew that it would likely never
happen but I also knew that if I killed myself there was absolutely no chance that it would
happen. And I also thought, what am I doing? Do I really want to die? I didn’t want to die I just
didn’t want to feel this desperate anymore. I didn’t want to live with the weight of this secret
smothering me. So in that moment, I decided I had to change something, I had to do something. I
hid the gun and I decided that I was going to tell my wife what was going on with me.
When my wife came home she could tell that something was going on and so could my
children. We put the kids to bed and I hid the suicide notes. When the boys were asleep I told my
wife that I hadn’t been happy in quite some time and that it had nothing to do with her. It was
about me. I told her that I had been living a lie all of my life and that tonight right before they got
home I had plans to kill myself but it was thwarted when they returned early. She said what are
you trying to say, just tell me. She said oh my goodness, wait, are you gay? And this was eerily
reminiscent of my conversation with my dad when I was 14 and I said no, god no, I am not gay. I
am trying to tell you that I am transgender, I am really a woman. I have been all of my life and
all of my efforts to hide it or ignore it have not worked. I cannot live this lie anymore. I am so
unhappy, I would be dead right now if our son had not gotten sick and you all came home early.
Just a few more minutes and you all would be standing over my lifeless body.
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She didn’t say anything for a while. She just sat and stared at me with an expressionless
look on her face. I said please say something and she said, I don’t know what you want me to
say. Are you sure you are not gay because before I thought that was the worst thing that you
could say to me, but now I realize that was wrong. This is the worst. I don’t know what to do
with this information, I am not even sure what it means. She said, so what are you going to do
become a drag queen or something? You want to be a drag queen. You have always had a flare
for the dramatic. I was slightly pissed at that moment because I hate it when people compare
trans women to drag queens. It’s insulting. It’s like comparing a pig to a banana and expecting to
see similarities. Anyway, she asked, what are you going to do about these new feelings of yours?
I said they are not new and I have to start living my truth, I am tired of living this lie. She said,
well I tell you what, I suggest you take tonight to sleep on this and really decide how much you
want this truth that you seek. Do you want it more than you want your family? Your marriage?
Your kids? Because I am not staying with you as you figure out what the fuck is wrong with you.
I won’t subject the kids to this. You won’t embarrass me or the kids. Think about it and let me
know your decision tomorrow.
She gave me an ultimatum, be whole and alone or be miserable and have my family. I did
like she requested though, I thought about it all night. I really weighed the possible repercussions
and I knew it meant I could lose everything. My marriage, kids, house, friends, I could lose
everything and I had to decide the price I was willing to pay. I decided that transitioning was my
only option and I was willing to risk everything to have peace in my life. The next day she asked
me what are you going to do and I said I am sorry honey but I have to do this. I have to live
congruently and she said ok. She stood up and she said, pack your things and get out. This
marriage is over.
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Analysis. In this particular excerpt, there seems to be a switch in how Maggie narrates
and positions herself within the story. Her wife is the main narrator and authority in the story
while Maggie is more of a passive recipient. The wife offered Maggie an ultimatum: ignore her
need to live more congruently, as it relates to gender, or lose her family, marriage, and home.
When Maggie chose a gender congruent life it set in a motion a string of losses that will be
discussed in subsequent excerpts.
There is also a shift in the perceived power in the narrative. For instance, in the previous
excerpt, Maggie decided to take control of her life by acting “uber” masculine (as taught and
defined by her family) thereby thwarting any chance of people figuring out her gender struggles.
She knew which behaviors would be considered more masculine due to heteronormative
discourse and familial input on gender roles from her grandfather, father, and uncle. She used her
body to perform “uber” masculinity. The irony is that her body was the source of her gender
struggles as well as her protection from being discovered as trans. Her body’s performance was a
protective buffer against the societal judgement that she could have faced if her gender
incongruence was revealed. But, eventually, her body began to fail and she was unable to
perform sports and other activities with the same intensity that she used to, an intensity which
she equated with masculinity. Once this happened she was forced to face her gender
ambivalence.
Just as when Maggie told her father about her gender ambivalence and he assumed that
she was gay, Maggie’s wife also asked if Maggie was gay. In fact Maggie’s wife said that she
could have better handled Maggie being gay than transgender. Perhaps this is because in a
heteronormative, binary society, gay/lesbian is often contextualized and understood (though
poorly so) as the opposite of heterosexuality (Hird, 2002). Perhaps Maggie’s wife had an easier
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time conceptualizing the opposite of heterosexuality but lacked the context to do the same for
trans. Additionally, Maggie’s wife was also influenced by discourse as it relates to gender and
perception of husband. If Maggie had informed her wife that she was gay, her wife could have
still related to her as a man and her husband (Heyes, 2003). But, revealing that she was a trans
woman removed this relatability.
Lastly, this excerpt also highlights the mental health experiences of some trans
individuals. Maggie, had a significant history of depression and eventually began taking antidepressants. She did not see a counselor to address the underlying cause of her depression and
eventually the depressive symptoms returned and worsened. Like many trans individuals Maggie
contemplated suicide, made a plan, and would have likely carried it out if her family had not
returned home unexpectedly.
I Never Got a Chance to Say Goodbye
When my wife told me to get my things and leave, my children weren’t home and I didn’t
get a chance to say good bye to them or explain to them what was going on. A couple of hours
after the conversation with my wife, I started getting multiple calls from my family. I didn’t
answer but I knew from their voicemails that my wife had told them what happened. My
mother’s voicemail was the most upsetting I think because she was like how could you do this to
your children and your wife? I guess you are ok with abandoning them and going to hell. And I
thought going to hell? What the hell? When did we start believing in hell? The only person who I
let know where I was was my sister and I told her she could stop by if she came alone. She said
that she would but she brought my parents and uncle with her. For hours, I was berated and
called names and questioned and ridiculed and called selfish and threatened to be disowned and
asked why I didn’t love my family or my kids and told that I was possessed with an evil spirit
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and that I needed to be institutionalized or in jail. I was accused of pedophilia and called a freak.
When I wouldn’t budge from my position, my mother said you should rather be dead than to be
this way. And that really cut me and I said mom, just a few days ago I decided that I was going
to kill myself, I had the gun and the kids came home unexpectedly. I even wrote my suicide
letters and made videos for you guys because I can’t live this lie anymore. But the kids came
home right before I pulled the trigger. That’s the only reason I am not dead right now. She said,
if you drop this whole foolishness we will all forgive you, we will forgot about it like it never
happened. I am sure your wife will take you back. It can be behind us. I said mom I can’t do that,
I can’t hide from the truth any longer. That is what got us here. She said well too bad they came
home then. You are dead to me. I have one child from this day forward. That cut like a knife
right to my heart, it cut so deep. My family left the hotel that day and I have not heard from them
since. Well I have had one voicemail message from my sister since that day. She wanted to let
me know that my dad had a heart attack. And literally that is all she said in the voicemail. Dad
had a heart attack but he is still alive for now.
Analysis. This part of the narrative was particular difficult, not only for Maggie to tell it
but for me to hear. It was during this part of the interview that Maggie seemed most vulnerable.
Her voice broke as she mentioned her mother’s words, ‘you are dead to me.’ She look distressed
as she spoke of her family accusing her of demon possession and pedophilia simply because she
was trans. This excerpt highlighted for me the pervasive loss that some trans people have to
endure, especially older trans individuals who may have stable careers, partners, children, and
grandchildren. Despite the fact that Maggie had experienced extensive loss and was being
pressured by her family members to change, she did not deter from her decision to transition. In
fact, the mother offered Maggie a chance to renounce her decision, saying that everyone would
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move on and act as though nothing ever happened. She offered Maggie her ‘old’ life back.
Maggie refused the offer and said, “Mom I can’t do that, I can’t hide from the truth any longer.
That is what got us here. This illustrates how imperative it was for Maggie to live authentically
and no longer pretend. It also addresses one of the research question, how does Maggie negotiate
gender messages. One way that Maggie negotiated gender messages was to no longer negotiate.
She made a decision to come out as trans and to no longer try to conform herself to the societal
expectations for men and the expectations of her family.
Sometimes You Have to Lose to Win
Pervasive loss is an important and unfortunate reality for many transgender people. That
is why some people never transition or do so after their children are over 18 years old, or their
parents are deceased. You understand that you may lose the most important relationships and
people in your life if you try to do this one thing that will make your life better. So you keep
sacrificing yourself so that you don’t have to lose those relationships. When I announced that I
was transgender I lost my kids, my marriage, my wife, my friends, my sister, and not just my
sister my twin sister, my uncle, my parents, my house, important artifacts that I had in the house
that I will never be able to get back, like pictures of the kids, my family, me as a child, drawings
my kids made for me, my high school diploma, my framed college degree. I lost my job. I lost
the ability to take care of my family although I was no longer welcome in the house, and I lost
the ability to take care of myself. I endured a bitter divorce which resulted in so much debt for
me. The court system ruled that I had caused irrevocable damage to my children and should not
be allowed to have any contact with them, not even supervised visits.
I knew that when I transitioned I was going to lose my job. The owner was very
conservative and he was good friends with my wife. It was really hard for me to find a new job
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and honestly that is how I ended up in (this city). I had my resume posted on an employment site
and they contacted me. I had a phone interview, then an online interview, and when the job was
between myself and one other candidate I had to come here for a face-to-face interview. I had to
decide if I was going to let them know that I was transgender and risk not getting the job or
hiding it and risk being fired for it after I had relocated across the country. So I decided to wait
before letting them know. I figured if I hid it for a few months at the very least I would be able to
earn a couple of paychecks. I needed the money to be able to afford to transition so I decided to
work for 6 or 7 months before I did it.
Well the day before I decided that I was going to transition, well actually that entire week
was just such a shitty week. Work wasn’t going well. My divorce was getting even nastier. I
learned that the courts ruled that I could not have any contact with my children. I knew that it
could happen that I could lose them but knowing something and then actually having it happen
are two different experiences. With all of this going on I just thought, fuck it. Fuck this shit. If I
have already lost everything anyway why the hell wouldn’t I transition? I am suffering and
paying the consequences as if I had transitioned, why waste another day paying the
consequences for something that I had not even done. If I was going to suffer like a transgender
person I may as well be a transgender person. So, I decided right then while I had those court
documents in my hand letting me know that I had probably lost my children for good that I was
going to transition. The first thing that I did was come up with my name.
The next day I want to work and I let my boss know that I was transgender and would
start transitioning very soon. He was actually unexpectedly supportive. He thanked me for telling
him and then he said that he thought it would be important for us to tell my co-workers so near
the end of the day we had a meeting and I told them. My boss called the HR rep to be present
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just in case there were some issues. I told everyone that I was transgender and that when they
saw me again I may look different and I would be in different clothing, clothes for women. I let
them know that I would pursue a legal name change but until then I wanted them to call me
Maggie and to use feminine pronouns when referring to me. Some coworkers looked like a deer
in headlights and seemed very uncomfortable around me. Some of them admitted that they were
taken aback at first but have since gotten better. And a few, not many, were very supportive from
the beginning.
Analysis. In this excerpt Maggie shares more about the losses she sustained as a result of
being trans. The biggest loss was losing custody and all visitation rights to her children. She said
that although she knew cognitively that it could happen, actually having it happen was a different
experience. Counselors working with trans individuals should be prepared to address the
pervasive loss that their trans clients face as well as how they are impacted thinking about
potential loss as compared to actually experiencing the loss. Interestingly for Maggie, prior to
receiving the order from the court, she had not undergone a physical or social transition. Her
identity as trans was mostly an internal decision. I do wonder if she delayed transitioning until
her custody issue was resolved. Perhaps she felt some hesitation about transitioning in her
hometown, especially since her family still lived there. Perhaps she wanted to avoid the everyday
societal difficulties that trans people face. Maybe she lacked the resources to transition. She did
say that she wanted to work a few months at her job to save money for transitioning. Maybe selfidentifying as trans was enough for her and physical transitioning was not necessary.
Regardless of why she did not transition sooner, receiving the news that she had lost legal
rights to her children was a catalyst for her physical transition. She believed that since she was
suffering like a trans person she may as well be (and I would add look like) a trans person. This
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offers some insight on how Maggie experienced gender and her body pre and post transition. If
we think about transitioning occurring in stages or along a continuum, Maggie admitting to
herself and her family that she was trans was an important first step in her transition. She did not
feel compelled for whatever reason to move forward with a physical or social transition at that
time. After the news about her children, Maggie decided to start the next phase of her transition
process. Throughout the interview, Maggie talked a lot about having a female brain and a male
sexed body. Her female brain is why she has always believed that she was a woman and never a
man. Regardless of the markings of her body (penis, male secondary sex characteristics), she
never fully identified with male or believed that she was one, even when she was performing
“uber” masculinity. So perhaps this means that once Maggie revealed herself to her family as
trans that “confirmed” her trans identity and further transitioning was unnecessary. She had the
brain of a woman and now her family knew it too. It was not necessary for her body and gender
expression to match her brain at that time.
Maggie’s experience with transitioning illustrates Bornstein’s (1994) point, that
transitioning is a complex and individualized process that involves changing (or not changing)
one’s gender presentation to better match internal sense of identity. Stryker (2008) said that it
can involve simply identifying (publically or privately) as transgender but choosing not to do
anything to alter one’s outward gender presentation. When Maggie decided to physically
transition, her first order of business was to choose a name and to share her transition plans and
name with her employer. Fortunately, Maggie’s supervisor was supportive and helped her to
share the news with her co-workers. Counselors, however, should be prepared to offer support to
clients who transition in unsupportive and even hostile work environments.
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I Am Not an Abomination
My biggest problem then and now are people who [air quotes] ‘keep forgetting’ to use
feminine pronouns when referring to me or forgetting to call me Maggie. It’s mostly those
people who still obviously have a problem with me. And you know the weirdest part is that most
of them are people I felt the closest to before I transitioned. I did have one lady who just said you
know I have to tell you, I don’t understand this. And I said understand what dear and she said
just you and this whole now you are a woman thing. And I said it’s not that now I am a woman it
is how I have felt for quite some time. And she said well first it is an abomination, you are an
abomination. I said excuse me and she said God doesn’t make any mistakes in his creations. And
I said sweetie, first off, who said I was a mistake? I think I was created just the way I was
supposed to be. And furthermore it is very ignorant of you to assume that all people believe as
you do, that Christianity is the only true religion. And I said furthermore, did God create you
with those glasses on your face? No, you wear them so that you can function more effectively in
the world around you. Did he make a mistake when he didn’t give you 20/20 vision from birth?
Are you an abomination? And then I went in for the kill and I know this was mean but I was so
frustrated with this bitch and the people like her giving me a hard time. But anyway, I know that
she has had a boob job. Everyone knows that she has. Anyway, I said I don’t think that God
created you with those silicone bags in your chest either. Did he make a mistake when he didn’t
give you big boobs? Apparently you think he did because you got huge boobs now. Were you an
abomination before or after you got the fun bags sewn into your chest? And I said don’t even get
me started on your hair color, I see the roots honey! By the time I said that she had stormed off,
but you know, I was just frustrated with her and people like her who think that they can say
anything to me because I am trans. It is not ok. It’s not ok to ask a trans person about the
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surgeries they’ve had or how they have sex and it’s not ok to think that you can tell us we are
abominations or offer unsolicited fashion advice.
Analysis. In this excerpt we start to see Maggie once again take on a more power
centered position within the narrative. It seems as though she is attempting to reclaim some
power and control over her life. Transitioning can feel and leave some people particularly
vulnerable, especially someone like Maggie who is transitioning alone, without the support of
family or friends (Nagoshi et al., 2014).
Two of the research questions asks how transgender individuals experience their gender
and their body pre and post transition. I think it is also helpful to explore how others experience
trans individuals gender and body. Maggie experienced several people commenting about her
trans identity and how it seemed confusing and inappropriate. In this particular excerpt, one of
Maggie’s co-workers experienced Maggie's identity and body as “an abomination” so this
implies that some may see transitioning thru the lens of religious doctrine and beliefs. Even
Maggie’s mother who is not religious implied that Maggie would go to hell if she transitioned.
Counselors should be prepared to work with clients who have or want to transition but their or
their family’s religious beliefs and doctrine are negatively impacting their transition decision.
For clients who draw a sense of purpose and support from their spirituality, religious doctrine,
and/or faith communities this could be particularly difficult to navigate.
Based on the excerpt it seems that Maggie has received several unwanted comments,
inappropriate questions, and judgmental messages about her body and gender expression from
others. To counter these messages, Maggie turns the same critical heteronormative lens directed
at her towards them. For instance, the co-worker referenced in this excerpt had undergone breast
enhancement surgery. Maggie probably assumed that the co-worker had the surgery because she
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has also received societal messages telling her that she was not good enough or attractive enough
with her smaller breasts. In order to be a better looking and more desirable woman, she needed
larger breasts and so she had the surgery to feel better and to fit into the prevailing discourse on
feminine beauty. Along the same lines, Maggie’s decision to transition is to help her feel better
about herself, to feel more authentic, and to fit into prevailing discourse about feminine beauty.
I Tried Being a Man Again. It Didn’t Work
There are so many microaggressions that trans women have to face. It’s a look they give
me or the way they avoid looking at me. It’s how their posture stiffens when I am around. It’s the
little ways they find to exclude me. For instance, we have a birthday club at work. At the
beginning of the year everyone pays their dues and the birthday coordinator uses the money to
get everyone a small gift on their birthday. Well somehow the coordinator forgot to include me
in the email reminding everyone that it was time to pay their dues so I never paid them and on
my birthday I didn’t get anything, I didn’t get an acknowledgement or anything and it kind of
hurt my feelings. It was sad because to be honest I held out a glimmer of hope that I would get
something from my kids, a phone call a card or something but I didn’t. And then to have the
people I see every day not even acknowledge that it was my birthday it made me sad. Well first it
made me angry but I realized what I really felt was loneliness and sadness. So near the end of the
day I confronted the bitch over the birthday club and I said, do we not have the birthday club
anymore? And she said, yes, why do you ask. I could tell from her facial expression and tone that
she was lying. She knew what she had done and it was intentional. I said because today is my
birthday. Then she got all dramatic and feigned surprise and she said oh it’s your birthday. I
didn’t know that. She said well did you pay your dues. I said normally you send an email as a
reminder and she said well I did you must have overlooked it. And I said I didn’t get an email
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from you and I am not going to argue with you about it. And she said loudly so other people
could hear, garsh Maggie, its ok. You don’t have to get so upset. Calm down. You always get so
emotional honey, its ok. I literally had to restrain myself from pulling her by her hair over her
desk. Anyway I wasn’t going to let her get over on me and I laughed and said even louder
darling what are you talking about? I am not upset. You are so cute when you are sensitive and
overreacting and I gave her the fakest smile I could, even faker than the smile she gave me.
Anyway I said just check your email and see when you sent that message and who you sent it to.
She checked her email and saw that oh big surprise she forgot to include me in the email. Then
she sent an email to everyone in the office 15 minutes before closing time letting them know that
due to an oversight she missed that it was my birthday and that everyone should wish Maggie a
happy birthday. I swear that email just made it worse and I went home in a very foul mood and
asked myself if transitioning was really worth it. I think it’s the first time that I questioned it so
seriously. At that point I hadn’t done any type of medical transitioning or hormones, it was all
external. So that weekend I reverted back to living as a man. I dressed how I used to dress, I took
off the make-up, I took out the hair extensions and I did it for the entire weekend. By Monday I
was dying to get back in my girly clothes, and hair, and make-up. When I did I just felt better
and I decided that I was not going to let another one of those skanks and anyone else for that
matter make me question myself again. I was a woman regardless of what they thought and how
I looked. I also decided that I was going to start hormones and pursue surgery when I could
afford it.
Analysis. I mentioned earlier that transitioning is a continuum. It's not a linear process
and this except shows this has been the case for Maggie as well. After experiencing various
micro-aggressions at work and reflecting on all that she has lost due to transitioning, Maggie
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questioned if transitioning was the best option for her and after a particularly rough time at work
she decided to go back to living and dressing as a man. After a few days, Maggie realized that
she was happier when she dressed as a woman and so she decided at that moment to not allow
other people's judgment of her make her question herself or live incongruently. She also decided
that she would move forward with her transition and begin hormones and save money to have
gender confirmation surgery.
The decision to pursue medical transitioning also shows that over time, trans individuals
decisions about how to transition may change. For instance, when Maggie first transitioned she
was content with self and family acknowledgement that she was trans. Social and physical
transitioning were not important. After she lost custody and visitation with her children, selfacknowledgement as a trans woman was not enough, and she underwent social and physical
transitioning. After a particularly difficult week, she tried to dress and live as a man but after a
few unsuccessful days she made the decision to pursue hormone therapy and eventually surgery.
Maggie’s transition process highlights how trans individuals negotiation their gender, body, and
their transition process may fluctuate and is influenced by various events in their lives.
Peeing is Not a Political Statement
Another significant moment at work involves figuring out which restroom I was going to
use. When I first transitioned at work and before I started hormones I continued to go to the
men’s restroom. They never had a problem with me being in there. Then once I started hormones
and started to see and feel my body changing I stopped going to the men’s restroom. I just didn’t
feel comfortable anymore but I also didn’t feel comfortable going to the women’s restroom. So
to avoid an awkward situation, I used the restroom on the first floor or the second floor of my
office building because they had single stall restrooms. I did that for six months and then it just
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got old. I thought I had the same right to use the restroom as the women at my job so one day I
just went in and used it. Well probably less than an hour later I was walking down the hall and
there were about 7 or 8 of my female co-workers huddled together whispering loudly. As soon as
they saw me the whispering stopped and they worked really hard to avoid eye contact with me. I
knew then it had to do with me and it had to do with me using the restroom. One hour later I got
called into my boss’s office letting me know that several women had expressed concern about
me using the restroom. Some of the women whispering together were people who seemed fairly
accepting of my transition but I guess that acceptance did not extend to the ladies restroom. I was
really upset. I left work early and went home and cried. But after a few hours of crying I thought
why the fuck am I crying. Fuck those bitches. I have just as much right to pee in that fucking
restroom as they do. So the next day I went to work with my head held high and my first stop
was the ladies restroom. I really didn’t have to use it, it was more of a political statement, no a
personal statement. I don’t think doing a simple natural act like peeing and taking a dump need
to be political statements, it’s just a biological fact and necessity. Anyway, I went in there and I
brushed my hair and touched up my make-up and I used the restroom and I left, the same things
that other women do. Well the moment I left the restroom and got to my desk two women
approached me and they said we don’t understand the reason that you are using the women’s
restroom. I was dumbfounded. I said I used the restroom because it’s the way the human body
works, you have to eliminate waste. One of them said, we don’t understand why you are
eliminating your waste in the women’s restroom. I said, you know that’s funny I was wondering
why you two don’t use the men’s restroom? And the other said we are not men, I said really? Are
you sure? Hmm… Well neither am I so I don’t use the men’s restroom same as you. As they
walked off I heard one of them make some snide comment about me having a penis. That pissed
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me off and I went back to my boss and I told him how they confronted me, one of them
referenced my penis, and I felt it was a hostile work environment. Later that day he sent out an
email that reiterated that our office was an inclusive environment and differences are embraced
and without calling names he basically said that hey Maggie can use a restroom consistent with
her gender identity and if you bitches have a problem with it go use the single stall restrooms on
another floor.
I have to admit that when it comes to upper management at my job, I have been really
supported in transitioning. I feel very fortunate and I am grateful for this because I know people
who have lost their jobs simply because they were transgender. I know someone who turned to
prostituting and making tranny fetish porn with this shady porn director character who is really
just some low rent bum. She used to work a white collar professional job and now she does low
budget porn films that barely help her earn enough to live month to month. I know that despite
all of the trouble I have experienced on the job, I am still one of the lucky ones.
Analysis. This particular excerpt is very relevant for our current political and legal
climates as there are several restroom bills being debated in courts across the nation. Maggie did
not envision that something as simple as using the restroom would become a highly contentious
and political fight that she would have to face on her job. Although it seems fairly
straightforward and uncomplicated, using the restroom as a trans person is far from simple for
various reasons. For Maggie, what she thought about her body and how she saw her body
impacted her decision on which restroom to use. For instance, when she first transitioned and
before she began hormones, she was comfortable using the men's restroom although she was
dressed in women’s clothing. After she had been on hormones for a while and could see the
physical change in her body it seemed incongruent and unfair to her and her identity as a woman
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to continue to use the men's restroom. One way that Maggie negotiated messages about her body
was to use a restroom that seemed congruent to her gender identity as well as her body. But,
when she began using the women's restroom it created conflict with other women on the job,
even women whom she felt had been supportive of her transition.
I think the difficulty Maggie experienced is related to what was mentioned earlier in
Chapter 2 about the nature of socially ascribed identities. Does a person’s gender identity require
that the identity be set in a particular body? Heteronormative discourse indicates yes but this is
also its point of undoing. For instance, trans women challenge this because those who have
undergone social and/or medical interventions, have a female ‘typical’ body, and identify as
female should be able to use the women’s restroom if body and identity alignment is
compulsory. Despite this, Maggie and other trans people are denied the right to use a restroom
consistent with their gender identity. Maggie addressed this by taking the issue to her supervisor
who fortunately supported Maggie’s choice to use the women’s restroom. What is often lost in
the restroom debates are trans voices. Nagoshi et al. (2014) believe that the work of transgender
theory and its emphasis on narratives is an ideal way to make sure that trans voices are a part of
the ongoing legal debates across the nation.
I’m One of the Lucky Ones
I guess you could say I transitioned in steps. The first step was just admitting that I was
trans and introducing people to my female name and preferred pronouns. After I was denied
contact with my kids because I was trans I figured I may as well look the part since I was being
discriminated against as if I had actually transitioned. I decided to do the easiest and quickest
thing first which in this case was changing my hair and clothes. When I first started dressing in
women’s clothing it didn't feel authentic. I felt like a man dressing up like a woman, a drag
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queen and that is my biggest pet peeve, being called a drag queen or a cross dresser because I am
neither. So, I decided to start really practicing my mannerisms and my voice. I also found a
doctor that would prescribe hormones. Unfortunately there are not many in this city and before
he would prescribe hormones I had to have a letter from a therapist basically verifying that I was
not some nutcase and my feelings were legitimate. There are some people who just elect not to
bother with doctors and get hormones from the black market. Some people don't have the
insurance coverage for such services and some don't want to face unsympathetic and
unprofessional doctors and therapists. The issue of course with getting black market hormones is
that you have no idea what in the hell you are injecting into your body. I heard of someone who
thought she was getting feminizing hormones and turns out someone had just given her a lot of
insulin. She had a serious medical emergency as a result. After that she couldn't find a therapist
who would vouch for her to get hormones legitimately so she is still getting hormones from the
black market. I know someone who had a job that provided insurance that covered hormones but
up until to that point no one ever used it. After she started using it and announced that she was
trans she was fired from her job. After that she no longer had insurance to cover the hormones
and the worst thing that can happen to someone transitioning and taking hormones is to suddenly
have to stop taking them and seeing your body revert back to how it used to look and your voice
going back to how it once sounded. So, this person also started getting her hormones on the
black market.
I am one of the lucky ones because I have the insurance to cover my hormones. I found a
therapist who wrote a letter for me. I found a doctor who doesn't have the best bedside manner
but gives me what I need. And best of all, I was really lucky in that the hormones have worked
superbly well for me. I mean look at me, I am gorgeous. I am really fortunate because one of the
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things about transitioning when you are older is that you don't get the aesthetic affect you had
probably hoped for. You are older and your skin has less plasticity. Your bone structure is set
and the hormones just don't work as well. Also it is hard for trans women to get boobs as large as
mine with just hormones. It usually takes surgery and padded bras but this is all me. So many
trans women are jealous of me when they find out I am all natural. I mean I can totally pass as a
naturally born woman in every setting with just taking hormones. My voice didn't change that
much with hormones so I have to intentionally talk higher and if I really want to be cute and
girly I start talking with my valley girl, high pitch voice and no one ever suspects anything. If
they didn't know that I was trans they would never know.
The other parts like hair and make-up I have gotten better at. I have worked really hard
on my body. I work out every day and I look better than most of the bitches at my job, especially
the ones who want to complain the most about me or question something that I am wearing. It is
just jealousy honey that is the way most women are, not all of them but I think it’s in their nature
to be competitive and jealous like that, to see every other women who look better than them as a
threat. And I think I am especially threatening for cisgender women because I was born a man
and I am being a better woman than most of them.
Analysis. In this excerpt Maggie acknowledges that her transition has been a process and
she described it as transitioning in stages. In this part of the interview Maggie focused mostly on
her body and it seemed important to her to have a body that could pass as a cisgender female.
Her way of dealing with restrictive gender and body messages that limited her access and entry
into certain spaces (like restrooms) was to be as stereotypically feminine (with her body, gender
expression, and mannerisms) as possible. Maggie performed feminine gender just as
purposefully and intentionally as she did masculinity prior to her transition. An important point
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of pride for Maggie is that she feels she has transitioned better than other trans women her age.
She thinks that she has had uncanny success with hormones and is able to pass as a cisgender
female which is very important to her. She takes pride in the fact that she has been able to
enhance her feminine features with just hormones.
In addition to her body bearing the marks of femininity, she has also made it a point to
exhibit mannerisms and behaviors associated with femininity. She practices her posture, hand
movements, and sitting when she is in public. When she wants to be “extremely” feminine or
girly she used a high pitched “valley girl” voice. During the interview when Maggie spoke of
female gender roles or being feminine, I observed Maggie tossing her hair when she laughed and
sitting erect with her legs crossed at the ankles and her hands clutched in her lap. Maggie also
believes that her feminine body has created difficulties in relating with women, both trans and
cisgender. She finds that trans women are jealous of her success with hormones and cisgender
women are intimidated by her femininity.
In this excerpt there was a change in Maggie's narrative positioning and sense of power
as compared to the previous excerpt. She was no longer the person who had her femininity and
authenticity questioned when she used the women’s restroom. Now she possessed more
femininity and ‘womanness’ than the women who tried to bar her access to female sanctioned
places. Maggie’s perception of women is that they are competitive, jealous, and threatened by
other women who may be more physically fit, beautiful, or successful than themselves. It is
interesting that this is Maggie’s perception of most women and it makes me curious as to how
she views herself and how her perception of women could impact her relationships with other
women.
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Being Sexy and Feminine is Fun
Even though I had a male body I seriously believe that I have always had a female brain
and so some of the things that I know about being a woman I just know, its innate instructions
that have always been there. Then I think there is some social learning that has also occurred and
that has come from just seeing how my sister was raised and things that she was allowed to do or
not do. And I watch a lot of television and read a lot of girly magazines and you can learn a lot
about femininity and womanhood that way. And then the other stuff is just trial and error and
going with my gut. There are times where something just tells me that it is important for me to be
able to pass as female. Perhaps there is a male or a group of males that I feel I will not be safe if
they know that I am trans. So I become especially girly and really practice my voice. Then there
are other instances where I can tell people are put off by me, and these can be people who know
that I am trans and those who don’t. I’ve learned in these instances that I may be coming across
too strong and assertive for a woman and so I am learning to temper it when needed, but it is
hard.
Men aren’t encouraged to temper their strength and confidence. If anything they are
socialized to embrace it and strengthen it, to make themselves as large as they can, to be
powerful and strong. Even though I have never considered myself to be a man I was raised and
socialized to behave as one and it is very hard to change this behavior. But I do try when it feels
unsafe or I really care about fitting in. Other times, I think fuck it. This is me and it may be time
for another way to view women. However, it is very important to me that I look like a woman. I
want to be able to embrace all of the things that were not available to me before I transitioned.
Otherwise, what is the point really? I feel powerful when I look good, when I am one of the most
fit and put together women in the room. I feel like despite everything that I have lost due to being
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trans I am winning in that moment and it feels good. I have to make and take every opportunity
that I can to feel good because it doesn’t happen very often for trans people. Plus, being sexy and
feminine is fun. It garners attention and I do like the attention. I didn’t go through all of this
trouble to be and look boring. Society wants to deny access to femininity to me because I am
trans so I feel that I have to take it and shove it in their face and make them see that hey not only
am I being what you said I couldn’t be I am doing it better or just as well as some women who
aren’t transgender.
Woman are socialized into femininity but I also think there is a biological basis for
femininity. I think that femininity and female are closely related. We are the fairer sex but not in
the sense of weakness although physically we are not as strong as men. I think a woman should
look like a woman and in some ways should behave like one, but being weak and submissive is
not one of those ways. We can be strong and feminine at the same time. I think women are
strong and beautiful and get to be sensitive as well. I think the female brain is more evolved and
nurturing. I think those with a female brain are more likely to display feminine characteristics
like nurture and care. I think the female brain helps women to be more in tune with their
emotions and empathic to others. It helps with attunement to what is going on and I think just
overall sensitivity to the well-being of others. We are definitely socialized and conditioned to
feel this way but I think there is also something innately present that makes us this way. I think it
is how young trans children know early on that something is awry in how they are being raised
and treated and how they feel on the inside.
Analysis. In this excerpt Maggie talks about embodiment and how although she has a
male sexed body she has always had a female brain. Because of this she feels that she possesses
innate knowledge and instructions about being female. In addition to built in biological
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understanding she also acknowledges that social learning has contributed to her knowledge about
womanhood and femininity. Interestingly, although Maggie believes that she has always had a
female brain, her male sexed body is what people saw and it impacted how she was treated,
raised, and socialized. Although she has never considered herself male, she recognizes that she
adapted the social expectations of masculinity and has found it hard to unlearn some of these
things since transitioning. When Maggie engages in behaviors that she believes may be viewed
as too strong to be feminine, she sees it as opportunity to challenge and rewrite discourse about
femininity.
It is helpful to examine this excerpt and Maggie’s sense of self within a poststructural
framework. Poststructuralism maintains that a sense of self is impacted by power and discourse
and Jackson (2012) wrote that self is a site of discord and struggle that is always in development
and shaped within power relations. Sense of self is constituted in discourse and the discourses
that signify us are sometimes rivals and always incomplete, questionable, and unstable. When
this is applied as a lens to view Maggie’s narrative, it provides an enhanced perspective of her
transition experience. For instance, when Maggie told her father (a power figure in her life) that
she was supposed to be a girl, he threatened to disown her and he suggested that she engage in
more masculine activities. Maggie responded by deciding to act incredibly masculine. During
this time Maggie’s perceived sense of self was likely masculine and male. But, that sense of self
was unstable, came about through discord and struggle, and was influenced by powerful
discourse from family and society. After awhile Maggie came to terms with the fact that her
sense of self was female and she came out as trans to her family. This sense of self also came
about through discord and struggle and has continued to change and evolve since coming out.
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Transgender theory (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010) recognizes that a trans identity can pose
some challenge for those who take an essentialist view of gender because essentialism makes the
body a proxy for identity. Interestingly, Maggie seems to take somewhat of an essentialist view
to gender, but with a twist. Her body is not the proxy for identity but instead her brain is. She
believes that one’s brain is either female or male and hardwired into the brain are instructions
and innate understanding of what it means to be male or female. Maggie feels that she has
always been female regardless of her body. This explains how even when she behaved in a
hypermasculine fashion she still had a feeling of gender incongruence.
Despite her female brain and innate understanding, Maggie recognizes that her body
influenced the discourse around her and her social learning experiences. She learned how to
perform masculinity and despite her female brain, her experiences with her male body impacts
her transition and presumed femininity.
My Femininity Validates Me
So much is beyond your control when you are trans. Will your family support you? Will
you lose your children, job, income, housing? Will you be assaulted? Will you look ok as a
woman once you transition? Will you find love again, or for some, the first time? Will you be
able to find a restroom to use if you go out? Is this person really into you or just into you because
of some tranny fetish? Will you find a doctor who will treat you with dignity and not like a
leper? Will you find a therapist who will be non-judgmental or find one who will try to label you
with some pathology because you are trans? For fuck’s sake you can’t even transition on your
own without a therapist approving you to do so, you know with a therapist giving you the green
light to work with a doctor. Then you have to hope that you have access to money and insurance
because there are some things like electrolysis and plastic surgery that is not covered by
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insurance and it is expensive. So you know there are so many things outside of your control as a
trans person that you have to feel empowered however you can, and for me that is really
embracing femininity. I feel it is something that no one can take from me. And it gives me some
authenticity too because I feel if I can be a female this well then surely those on the outside who
want to question the authenticity of my identity have to think twice and say to themselves, geez,
if she wasn’t really a female how could she be one so well? If I just say I am transgender but I
still dress like a man or I don’t exert my feminine side then I think that leaves room for people to
doubt or question me.
Analysis. In this particular excerpt Maggie’s focus switched from body to the gender
roles and performances associated with gender, particularly femininity. She gained strength and
validation as a woman when she displayed femininity. Not only did it offer a sense of validation
but also a sense of control over her life. This was important since many external things about
transitioning and being transgender was outside of her control. Her femininity was something
that she could control that also added validation to her transition and transgender experiences.
Femininity was validation and also her entry into spaces that perhaps had been closed or
unavailable to her before. Femininity prevented others from questioning the authenticity of her
gender and made it difficult for people to deny her access to things typically deemed as for
women only. Femininity was something that could not be taken away from her. It was something
that she directly controlled and she could decide how it was displayed and performed.
In addition to being an example of the performative nature of gender (Butler, 1990), this
excerpt further demonstrates that a trans identity that can create momentum for change and
strength to fight oppression. It also speaks to the work that Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010) said
transgender theory must do. The theory has to be robust enough to include aspects of gender
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mutability, address the role of the body (embodiment) in gender formation, and include socially
and self-constructed aspects of identity formation. Thinking about Maggie and what she has
shared about her transition experience so far, her gender has been variable. It has changed
depending on level of acceptance from family and society. Her comfortableness with her body
has impacted her gender formation. Her gender formation has also been impacted by her belief
that she has always had a female brain and a male sexed body. Societal exclusion from places
like women’s restrooms has impacted her gender formation. Her belief that displaying femininity
opens up access to once restricted places and shuts down any doubt that she is female shows how
complex gender, gender identity and gender formation can be for trans individuals. Transgender
theory’s use of narrative to capture the dynamic relationship and interaction of all of these facets
of identity formation is key.
Men Have the Emotional Depth of a Thimble
As I mentioned, there is a biological and social basis to being female and feminine. There
is also a hormonal basis and I learned this very well when I started feminizing hormones.
Because I was over 40 years old and a smoker, the endocrinologist recommended that I use
transdermal patches instead of shots or pills. He said for some reason estrogen via skin patch
seems to cause fewer blood clots than one of the other methods of delivery. I was initially upset
by this because the few people that I have known on hormones mostly injected them. I feared
that the medicine would not work as well for me. I learned after being on estrogen just a short
while that it was indeed working because I was experiencing all kinds of feelings and emotions I
had never ever felt before. That is one thing that testosterone protected me from I suppose. The
emotional depth of men is about the amount of water you can fit in a thimble. The emotional
depth of women is the amount of water that fills up an Olympic sized pool. I was so emotional. I
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cried, laughed, cursed, panicked, wanted to save the world and kill the world all in the span of
approximately 15 min. One day I tried to count the emotions that I felt in 15 min and I forgot the
number but I know in that amount of time I cried from sadness and I cried from laughing so hard
and I remember cursing out some idiot and I have no idea why I did any of these things. It was
the one other time that I questioned my decision to transition. It was actually painful to go
through so many emotions so intensely and so quickly. I felt I was trapped in an emotional time
warp and had to experience all of the emotions associated with being female quickly in order to
catch up. It stretched me in the most uncomfortable ways. I saw my therapist around the time
that I started hormones and I was trying to tell her that I was fine, that I was just experiencing
emotions caused by hormones but she thought that I was having some type of negative reaction
to transitioning. She thought that I was bipolar, then manic depressive, then major depressive,
then schizophrenic, then borderline personality type and lastly that I was abusing drugs. I tried to
tell her no, I am just on hormones. My body is experiencing something it has never ever
experienced before. I was so afraid that she was going to sabotage my transition by contacting
my doctor and telling him something was wrong with me. Luckily she didn’t but I was afraid for
quite some time until my emotions regulated themselves.
Analysis. Although Maggie said that she has always felt like a woman because of her
female brain, she has a male sexed body and the physical experiences of being male. When she
began hormones, it produced a physical and emotional change that was initially difficult for her.
She equated the emotional variability that she experienced taking hormones as what it felt like
and meant to be female. The hormones created an emotional time warp where she had to quickly
go back and experience all of the female feelings that she would have felt over her lifetime had
she had a female sexed body. It may be helpful for counselors working with trans individuals
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starting hormones to recognize and help clients prepare for emotional and physical changes that
may experience.
I Love My Body/I Hate My Body
When I first transitioned I was told that I was a man and would never be able to become a
woman, that my body would never be able to pull off that feat. Then when I started hormones
and my body started to change I had people tell me that I looked like a trans man. Then when I
got to the point where I am now, I have had women particularly at work to tell me that regardless
of how I look I will always be a man. Those same women are just angry that I look better than
most of them and so they have to put me down in order to feel better about themselves. I finally
have a body that I can be proud of. I don’t feel like an alien to myself anymore. My body is
softer. It was so weird to see the fat in my body redistribute and to see my body get softer, curvy,
and feminine. I am still toned you know but I am not toned like a man, I am toned like a woman
but not too big where I look like one of those female body builders. I feel proud of my body, not
only because of how I look but also because it fits my identity now. I feel proud of my body
because I took the necessary steps to achieve it and achieve happiness. I decided to live at least
some of my life with congruency even if it meant losing some relationships and things along the
way. When I see my body I feel brave and I feel lucky that the risk has paid off as well as it has.
But I have not always felt so proud of my body. Trans women are not exempt from the
pressures of looking a certain away or being a certain size or having the perfect body. In fact, in
some ways I think it is even worse for trans women because you are trying to have a certain type
of body when your musculature just makes that impossible and there is nothing you can really do
about that. You can’t change your bone structure or your height but I promise you I have seen
trans women do extreme things to try and change it. In fact, I have done a few extreme things
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myself in order to lose weight. I have gone days without eating. I used to do this thing where I
wouldn’t eat or drink for 24 hours. On the 2nd day I would only drink water and on the 3rd day I
would add juice but no food. On the 4th day I would eat just a few veggies and lastly on the 5th
day I would add fruit. During this time I would still work out every day, in fact I would try to
work out sometimes twice a day to really burn a lot of calories. Then one day I was working out.
It was hot and humid and I had not eaten. I remember I was running the trails at one of the local
parks and I got really dizzy and fainted. I am not sure how long I was out but when I came to I
was on the ground with a bloody knee, elbows, and lip. I promised that I was not going to starve
myself anymore. I can’t help but wonder though did no one pass me on the trail that day or did
some pass and just not care because I was trans? This was before I could pass so I am not sure.
Anything could have happened to me that day and I decided that if I could not work out and
achieve the body that I wanted then it just wasn’t going to happen. But that is not entirely true. I
have taken many diet supplements some of which aren’t legal in the U.S. but you know it’s
always about trying to get rid of those last few pounds or fitting into a dress, or having a six
pack, or being the best looking woman at work to make all of those bitches jealous. I see a trans
woman like Laverne Cox who is gorge by the way and you see her skinny arms and slender
thighs and not only is that society’s standard for what a trans woman should look like it becomes
your standard for what you should look like. And unless you are blessed with great genetics or
money it’s nearly impossible to look like that but we keep trying because society tells us that is
what women look like. It’s what men what to see. It’s what attractiveness looks like. I never got
to the point that being able to see my ribs poking through my skin was a goal but I have seen
many trans women make themselves sick trying to reach that goal. I have seen way more trans
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women with eating disorders than cisgender women and the unfortunate part is most eating
disorder clinics that work with women don’t accept trans women.
You know I mentioned that I am proud of my body and that is true but not always
entirely true. Although I look in the mirror and like what I see in terms of my physique the fact
still remains that I have not had gender reassignment surgery and sometimes this bothers me.
Women do not have bodies that look like mine. I want to be able to look at all of me and be
pleased. Sometimes it is distressing to look at my entire body so I mostly try to avoid looking at
it at all. I have only half mirrors in my house, no full body mirrors. The fact that I have not had
surgery is the one thing that can instantly cause me to feel unwomanly, that reminds me that I
cannot truly pass as the woman that I like to believe that I am. It is part of what really frustrates
me with the women that I work with who bring up the restroom thing and they say that I am not
really a woman because I have a penis. The self-loathing part of myself secretly agrees with
them. That is the reason that I want to have the surgery. I want to remove any thing that makes
me feel like less than the woman that I am and anything that gives people a reason to treat me
like a man, which I am not. Now granted, I know even if I have a vagina there will be people
who say something like you are still a man. It’s funny to me how that works. People say that you
are not a woman because you do not have a vagina but once you do have one you are still not a
woman to them because you were born a man. Those are the people who at that point I would not
give two fuck shits about. I mean at that point there is absolutely nothing more that I can do to be
any more female. That is how I eventually want to feel, complete and aware that there is
absolutely nothing that separates me from a naturally born female.
Analysis. This is a very telling excerpt from Maggie’s interview. In it she revealed her
ambivalence, especially as it relates to her body, and ways that she has attempted to resolve the

139

ambivalence. In this excerpt she also shared what she considered to be success in terms of her
transition. Maggie said that she was told that she was a man and would never be able to be a
woman, but now she feels proud of the body that she has been able to create. In this excerpt
Maggie shared that the gender and body messages she has received to restrict her access to
certain spaces change when she accomplishes certain feats. For instance, before she transitioned
she was told that she could never be a woman or have a female body. When she changed her
gender expression, started hormones, and developed a body that she believes can pass as female,
the messages that she received about what constitutes female changed. Even though she has a
female body and look she has been told that she cannot be a woman because she was born a man.
Maggie's body also stands as a source of pride. It is the result of risks and hard work and
she feels it has all paid off well for her despite the losses she has endured. To get the body that
she currently has she had to give up social relationships but she also had to engage in physical
activities like extreme dieting and excessive exercise. She did these things because of the
messages that she received from media and society about what constituted attractiveness and
femininity as well as the challenges she had to overcome to gain entry into certain spaces that
were restricted because of her body. She worked hard to change her body so that it could better
fit the image that she had of herself.
Although Maggie is proud of her body and what she has accomplished with it, she
recognizes that it does not completely fit how she believes a female body should look. Because
she has not had gender reassignment surgery, her body also disrupts her image of the female
body she desires. She mentioned that she only has half mirrors in her house because she never
wants to look at the bottom half of her body. Although she is proud of her body, it also creates
some distress and serves as a constant reminder that she is not the female that she would like to
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be. It is also the reason that she is particularly bothered when women on her job say that she is
not a woman and should not be allowed to use the women’s restroom. Maggie said that the selfloathing part of herself agrees with the women. To resolve this ambivalence, it is Maggie’s goal
to one day have a body that bears no physical reason for people to deny her entry into any female
centered space. She wants to look at her body and feel complete and aware that there is nothing
about her body that separates her from a cisgender female.
Maggie’s interview highlights why Nagoshi’s and Brzuzy’s (2010) belief that transgender
theory has to be encompassing enough to capture the experiences of transgender people is so
important. Maggie’s gender identity formation varied throughout her transition. She mostly
embraced an essentialist binary view of gender and at times believed that both her body and
gender identity were flexible. Transgender theory offers an explanation of gender identity
formation that can help elucidate how self-identification is both a source of empowerment and
confinement for Maggie (Nagoshi et al., 2014). It expounds on how Maggie navigated and
negotiated multiple identities and used her subjugated positionalities to overcome oppressive
structures in her life. Bettcher (2010) reminds us, though, that it is important to recognize that for
Maggie and other trans individuals, breaking free of or maintaining the gender binary does not
single-handedly constitute an identity from which to oppose the myriad of social oppressions that
they will encounter during their transition. For instance, Maggie has been able to advocate for
herself on her job, and with the help of her supervisor she has experienced some successes.
However she has not been able to gain visitation rights with her children and her family still does
not communicate with her.
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Afterword for Counselors
Maggie’s interview was difficult for me and it took a few days of reflection to process
some of the real reasons I found it more challenging. During the interview, I was aware that I
was surprised and flustered by her binary views of gender and sex and the way that she conflated
the two. In my cognitive schema they are two interrelated but not interdependent concepts. I was
also aware that I had naively assumed that we would share similar views as it relates to gender,
sex, identity, gender roles and the socially constructed nature of these concepts. Her adherence to
a binary biological view of gender and sex was surprising and frustrating and initially it was
difficult for me to view the constructs outside of my value and processing filters. With more time
to reflect I was better able to appreciate, even if not agree with, Maggie’s view on the matter.
As counselors I think it is important to recognize that each client is unique and though we
may understand that, we may still make some sweeping judgments or assumptions about them. I
was guilty of assuming that Maggie’s experience with injustice and lack of access to certain
spaces due to essentialism would mean that she would shun essentialism, but I was wrong.
Whereas I saw essentialist notions and binary gender systems as restrictive, she appreciated the
validation that she received when she could neatly fit into one of them. Fitting into the system
was often her motivation for continuing the next phase or stage of her transition.
As mentioned in the previous narrative, it is important that counselors be prepared to
support their trans clients. Maggie lost all of her social support systems when she made the
decision to transition. A supportive counselor is essential for someone like Maggie who has to
rebuild a supportive network.

142

Chapter 6
“Dear Counselor” Letters
This chapter will highlight the Dear Counselor letters that Helen and Maggie wrote. The
idea for these letters are the “Dear Colleague” letters penned by the Department of Education’s
Office for Civil Liberties in which they provide explanations, offer guidance, and explicitly
detail programming expectations for agencies that receive federal funding. The Dear Colleague
letters are considered as seminal documents which contain ‘expert’ instructions. Although I am
somewhat uncomfortable with the one-size-fits-all approach and authoritative stance that the
government takes with their Colleague letters having Maggie and Helen write letters disrupts the
belief that power/knowledge can only flow from the omniscient expert at the top down to the
people. Instead, these letters make space for the often ignored and marginalized voices of trans
people to be heard by counselors and inform their therapeutic care. It does not obliterate the
expert/non-expert binary but it does switch the directional flow of power/ knowledge and places
trans voices as experts in their care.
The Dear Counselor letters work well with transgender theory because like the theory, the
letters offer counselors a way to conceptualize and think about the lived experiences of
transgender clients as well as recognize moments of resistance and chances for empowerment
when working with trans clients in the future. Through the letters, trans clients’ can show ways
that their intersectional identities facilitate change and how counselors can assist with the
process. Nagoshi and Brzuzy (2010) reiterated that strength can come from telling one’s story
and hearing others’ narratives and these letters provides opportunity for both.
I informed the participants during their initial interview about the purpose for the letters
and they agreed to participate. They had the option to write, type, or audio record their letter after
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the initial review and to bring them to our member check meeting. Helen emailed a copy of her
typed letter to me during the member check meeting. Maggie emailed her letter a few days after
our initial interview.
Helen’s Letter
Dear Counselor,
I am a trans woman. Sometimes I have to explain to counselors what that means and it gets
aggravating. Every trans person is different so there is not one story that sums us up but when I
say I have to explain things to counselors, I don’t mean telling them about my personal
experience with being trans. I mean that I have to explain to them what some terms mean, terms
that it would be helpful for them to already know. For instance, the very first therapist who I told
I was a trans woman she asked me what did that mean? Was I a man who used to be a woman or
a woman that used to be a man? She asked me if I had had “the surgery” and she literally said the
surgery and used her fingers to make air quotes. She asked me how long I had felt this way and
why I waited so long to change? After what felt more like a judgmental interrogation than a
counseling session she said that I had a disorder, that something was wrong with me. This was
the first outpatient therapist that I had seen and I left vowing that it would be the last. She is a
example of what I suggest you don’t do with a trans client.
But, with some time I did build up enough courage to seek out counseling again (in fact, I
had to if I wanted to ever pursue medical transition) and I am so glad that I did. I met a
wonderful counselor. She did not have a lot of experience working with transgender clients prior
to me but she took time on her own to educate herself by reading recent literature and research
on trans clients. She made it a point to include affirming paraphernalia in her office and on her
forms. She asked me about my preferred pronouns and name and she used them every time. She
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made an effort to understand me and always asked for clarification when it was needed and
apologized if she missed something. We built rapport and I never felt judged when I was with
her. If she had an issue with trans people it never showed. She never considered me to be
disordered, not because I was trans anyway. Working with her was my guaranteed safe place. I
did not have to fear ridicule, abuse, judgement, or name calling. I did not have to be a perfect
woman or person. I could cry or be angry, be funny or scared. She let me know that since
working with me she had a deeper appreciation for and commitment to advocacy for transgender
causes. And although it was important to me that she understood me as a trans person, she also
understood that I was more than just trans, I was just me. I was a person with multiple identities
and interests and she never made me feel like just the trans client. I was a person, an individual
who also happened to be trans. This is how I hope you treat each trans client that you may have
from this day forward.
Maggie’s Letter
Dear Counselor,
To me a good counselor is one who does not force their views upon their clients. Even if you
have an issue with transgender people, that is your issue. Trans people do not have a lot of
options to choose from for people that they can see or places that they can go where they will not
be judged. Your offices are usually those only judgment free places, unless a trans person is
fortunate enough to have one support person by their side. I am not one of those people and so
having the support of a counselor is my only source of support. It is the only place where I can
feel understood and like who I am is normal and not some kind of freak. It would be nice if a
trans person could feel assured that wherever they went for counseling they would be safe and
whomever they saw they would be in good hands, but I know from my own experience and the
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stories of other trans people that this is not always the case. It saddens me that I have heard of
just as many, if not more, adversarial or unhelpful trans client/counselor relationships as I have
supportive ones. Maybe it is more challenging for counselors in the South to shake restrictive
mindsets, I am not sure. I have lived in and travelled to places other than the South and I still
witnessed restrictive mindsets so I don’t think the Mason Dixon line has much to do with it.
A good counselor would take the time to get to know their trans clients. They would
understand that for some clients, depending on how out they are as trans, they need a safe place
to explore their feelings, their identity, and if and when they want to transition. A good counselor
would understand that there is no counseling text book that is going to make you a transgender
expert. It is necessary for the foundation but every trans person I have met is so different that you
can’t think because you have read 101 Things to Know about Trans People that you are wellversed on the trans experience. Every trans person I have had the opportunity to meet so far are
all different, myself included. I haven’t met one trans person who thinks quite like I do so it’s
important to learn all you can be then realize that you actually probably know nothing.
I also think a counselor who works with trans clients has to be prepared to adequately address
some serious issues that I have seen disproportionately in the trans community which are eating
disorders, body image concerns, and addiction issues. But a counselor should be able to work
with the overlapping gender identity issues as well and understand how their trans identity is
impacting these other concerns.
Additionally, it is important that counselors who are working with clients on feminizing
hormones, well I guess any hormones so it if was a trans man on T for instance, it is important
that those counselors understand how hormones can impact client personalities and behaviors.
Jumping to conclusions about the client’s mental health status because of these changes could
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potentially impact their ability to continue to receive these hormones from their health care
provider.
Lastly, I think the most important and meaningful quality of a counselor is empathic
understanding and openness. Be a positive support for your trans clients. There is a chance you
may be the only one that they have.
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Chapter 7
Conclusion
The goal of this study was to use poststructural and transgender lens to learn more about
the sociocultural and discursive influences on gendered and embodied experiences of male to
female transgender individuals between the ages of 40-55 who have transitioned within the last 5
years while residing in an urban city in the Mid-South. In order to take a look at these influences
the following four research questions guided the study: (a) how do transgender individuals
experience gender pre and post transition?; (b) how do transgender individuals negotiate gender
messages?; (c) how do transgender individuals experience their bodies pre and post transition?;
and (d) how do transgender individuals negotiate body messages? I used narrative inquiry as my
method and methodology and the data were analyzed and represented in a few ways. Four
interpretive readings of the verbatim transcripts guided my analysis. The first reading was for
content analysis and consisted of carefully reading the transcript while listening to the audio
recordings. My second reading was to take note of how participants’ located or positioned
themselves within their narratives. In other words, the second analytical reading allowed me to
take note of when the participants’ way of talking about themselves seemed inconsistent with
other parts of their narratives. The third analytic reading consisted of perusing the transcripts for
stories that addressed the research questions. During the fourth interpretive reading, I looked
specifically for cultural and discursive examples that touched on how participants derived a
sense of identity based on discourse about gender practices. After I completed the four readings,
the data was summarized and represented using creative analytic practice in which I constructed
a narrative summary from the interviews. I also had the participants to create Dear Counselor
letters in which they detailed what they most wanted counselors to know when working with
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other transgender clients who transitioned later in life. In this final chapter I will discuss the
research questions in relation to transgender theory, offer considerations for counselors working
with male to female transgender individuals who transition later in life, address limitations of
this study, and offer recommendations for future research.
Research Question 1: How do transgender individuals experience gender pre and post
transition?
Bornstein (1994) wrote that in a binary centered, heteronormative society, we are
presumed to have and at birth are assigned a sex of either male or female according to external
physical genitalia. Ascribed to each sex is a predetermined set of behaviors known as gender.
According to Connell (2002), gender is the primary way that we frequently form and
comprehend relationships with others and come to understand social and environmental events.
Harding (1986) stated, “gender difference is a pivotal way in which humans identify themselves
as persons, organize social relations, and symbolize meaningful natural and social events and
processes” (p.18). There are then certain sets of rules, behaviors, practices, and roles associated
with gender known as gender roles (Butler, 1990). These roles are further ‘validated’ and
deemed normal in society because of repeated adherence and cultural discourse. Foucault (1981)
wrote that this inferred normalcy is the result of the inconspicuous and consistent working of
discourse that then shapes our perceptions of reality. Discourse limits and restricts our
perceptions.
Because sex and gender are attributed simultaneously they both are believed to be
essential (Burdge, 2007). Essentialism posits that sex is innate, biological, and immutable. It
denotes the presence of static traits and given qualities that constrain the potential for change and
social redeployment. Since sex and gender are considered innate, by default gender roles are
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often thought of as ‘natural’ as well (Butler, 1990). And, according to essentialism, modifying
the exterior of a person’s appearance does not take away the person innate sex, gender, or change
the expected gender roles they should follow. These prevailing thoughts in a heteronormative
society help to explain some of the reasons why trans individuals, including the participants in
this study, experience difficulty pre and post transition.
Participants in this study grew up with very rigid expectations and ideals about gender.
Their earliest and most influential instructions concerning gender and role expectations came
from their families of origin. Prior to transitioning, the participants both expressed that they
were expected to engage in play, social, and work activities that were considered appropriate for
male children. For instance, the type of toys or themed parties they could have or the chores they
were expected to complete were contingent upon the expectations of male children. Because
there was a discrepancy between how the participants perceived their gender and how others
perceived them, they experienced a sense of gender dissonance throughout their life before they
transitioned. They attempted to establish harmony in their lives by doing, being, and behaving as
expected for male children and adults. When this no longer worked they made the difficult
decision to transition, and for the participants in this study, their decision to transition was
precipitated by a major life experience.
Constructionism is often conceptualized as the rival alternative to essentialism.
Constructionism, which allows us to put gender into historical and cultural focus, highlights how
meaning is created through social interactions. It establishes that gender it is not innate or fixed
but mutable and changes across time and spaces. Butler (1990, 1993) said that those who
embrace a constructionist versus essentialist view of sex, gender, and sexuality, believe that we
only come to understand these terms through societal messages that are passed down to us and
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the discourse which undergird and constantly swirl around us. As a paradigm, constructionism
does offer more freedom and less restriction but still does not adequately address the complex
experiences and intersectionality of the trans population. However, transgender theory takes into
account the unique experiences of transgender people (Nagoshi & Brzuzy, 2010; Nagoshi et al.,
2014).
Transgender theory recognizes that sex and gender are not the same, it queries essentialist
notions of gender and sex and it challenges the gender binary (Stryker, 2008). In addition,
Nagoshi et al. (2014) offer that it is unfeasible to conceptualize trans identity without taking into
account the intersection between socially and self-constructed aspects of self and one’s bodily
experiences of gender. Both participants mentioned that after transitioning, they modeled their
behaviors as women on the gender roles that were modeled for them by family and society.
These messages were steeped in essentialism yet it guided how they viewed themselves as
women and what they considered successful transitioning. Both participants (Maggie in
particular) held essentialist beliefs that they had always been women, that they had female wired
brains and transitioning allowed them to perform the gender roles that better aligned with their
brains, gender, gender identity, and now their body/gender expression. What both participants
expressed, although to varying degrees, was an essentialist notion that their gender performances
as women were natural and always present. They had to perform their male gender but they
knew how to be female simply because they were female.
Research question 2: How do transgender individuals negotiate gender messages?
We all receive and in some ways are influenced by gender messages. The influences can
come from society, family, or be self-driven. For transgender individuals, gender messages can
be problematic because the messages may be in conflict with how the person gender identifies.
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Yet gender messages are hard to ignore. They are pervasive. They are restrictive and productive.
They compel us to perform them. Foucault (1980a) said that it is because of power and its
inconspicuous and relational workings that we conform to gender messages. Foucault (1977)
maintained that operational power emanates from disciplinary institutions (e.g., society, media,
family, discourse on gender expectations) which produce ways to objectify, regulate, and
discipline us when we do not adhere to gender roles. How then do individuals who transition
later in life come to negotiate gender messages, especially conflictual messages?
During the interviews, participants spoke about their experience with gender and gender
messages prior to and after transitioning. Prior to transitioning, both interviewees mentioned that
they sensed a mismatch between how they perceived themselves and how they were perceived of
and treated by others. Establishing congruence between their identities and how they were
perceived by the world seemed to be the single most determining factor in the decision to
transition. The costs and risks of transitioning were worth living a gender congruent life.
Some of the difficulty that the participants experienced pre-transition centered on not
fitting into or performing the gender roles that were expected for their sex and gender. Growing
up the message was very clear that boys behaved a certain way and girls behaved another. They
attempted to conform to these gender expectations growing up, and even into adulthood, by
performing gender as was expected for their sex assigned at birth. Both participants shared that
prior to transitioning they tried to perform the gender roles of their expected gender with the
hopes that it would mute their feelings of gender incongruence. When the incongruence became
too pervasive (and usually this moment was preceded by a profound event or realization), they
stopped negotiating ways to perform the roles of their expected gender and began negotiating
ways to exist ways to live more congruently.
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It is important to note that gender negotiating did not stop after the participants began to
identify as transgender. They continued to have to negotiate how to transition, how to move
about in the world with a congruent gender identity and a body that had been socialized and
treated as male and in some settings was still restricting their entry into spaces reserved for
females. After transitioning, the participants made efforts to conform to messages about female
and femininity. Being female and possessing feminine traits served as a benchmark for their
transition success. Although not to the same degree, both participants expressed their standards
of femininity which included things like makeup and feminine clothing and hair. Perhaps
because these things were denied to them prior to transitioning, they valued adhering to
stereotypically feminine forms of dress and mannerisms. According to Nagoshi and Brzuzy
(2010), transgender theory works well when conceptualizing the transgender experiences of
Helen and Maggie because it incorporates aspects of gender mutability, addresses the role of the
body (embodiment) in gender formation, including socially and self-constructed aspects of
identity formation, and uses narratives to capture the dynamic relationship and interaction of all
of these facets of identity formation.
Research Question 3: How do transgender individuals experience their bodies pre and post
transition?
Participants expressed a realization very early on that there was some incongruence
between how their bodies looked and how they believed they should look. Their first realization,
though, was not that something was “wrong” with their bodies but that something was amiss in
the way that others interacted with them based on their body. The access they were allowed or
denied and the clothes they were made to wear on their bodies, represented what was wrong, not
their actual bodies. After several of these experiences and particularly around the time of
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puberty, participants began to express the belief that their body was the fallacy. Before finally
transitioning, one participant mentioned that she stopped looking at herself in mirrors so that she
did not have to see the betrayal of her body. Although it is a divisive phrase within the trans
community, she expressed that she felt she was ‘born in the wrong body’. She had a female brain
which did not match her male sexed body. Transitioning then became an opportunity to create a
body that better represented their brain or internal sense of gender. Interestingly, adorning their
bodies in traditionally feminine clothing, make up, hair, and accessories and interacting with
their social worlds in stereotypically feminine ways seems to be more important than actually
changing the sex of their body via surgery. One participant did express, however, that changing
the sex of her body may be needed in order to remove any barriers that others erect to restrict her
access to certain spaces (like women’s restrooms) or question her authenticity as a woman.
An important part of transgender theory is recognizing the role that embodiment or the
body plays in gender identity formation and experiences. The body is a formative part of
transgender theory and is what separates the theory from its predecessors structuralism and queer
theory. Transgender theory recognizes that experiences with and in our bodies, even if the body
does not match our gender identity, still plays an influential part in our identity, interpretations of
our experiences, and transition process. Advancing the notion of the importance of embodiment
in understanding one’s gender identity, Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) argued that “…the
body is a participant in generating social practice” (p.851). Tauchert (2002) argued that a sense
of self that comes from a body that is continually present in a heteronormative society and likely,
at times, engaged in gender performances. When working with transgender clients, it is
imperative that counselors “recognize the importance of the physical embodiment of intersecting
identities and [understand that] the narratives of lived experiences integrate the socially
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constructed, embodied, and self-constructed aspects of identity” (Nagoshi et al., 2014, p. 132) for
this population.
Research Question 4: How do transgender individuals negotiate body messages?
Transgender theory maintains that identity is formed from social influences, internal
sense of self, and our experiences within our bodies. The intersection of these things impact how
we interact with the world and spaces around us. With regards to Helen and Maggie the
interaction of social, self, and body produced two prevailing concerns across both interviews.
Common post transition negotiations that the participants had to make concerning body
messages centered on issues of access and safety. Where would their bodies be accepted and
allowed and where would they be denied? How would they have to present their bodies in order
to increase feelings of safety and reduce the risk of assault? Both participants talked about how
they had to address these questions prior to and since transitioning. There was no guarantee that
after transitioning their bodies would be welcomed in familiar spaces like their families homes,
places of worship, or sites of employment. After transitioning, they both spoke of their
heightened sense of vulnerability and need to feel safer out in public. They nurture an increased
sense of safety by ensuring that their bodies can pass as cisgender females in those instances.
Considerations for Counselors
For counselors working with transgender clients, especially clients who transition later in
life, it is particularly important that counselors take a look at their own values, biases and
attitudes regarding age, and the etiology of gender, identity, presentation, and expression. It is
imperative that counselors examine their adherence or rejection of the gender binary as well as
their ideas of preference versus orientation, essentialism versus social constructionism, and how
all of these things work together to impact the therapist/client relationship. Thinking about these
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things could help to mediate the effects of countertransference that counselors might experience
when working with trans clients. For instance, a married cisgender counselor working with a
married client who has just come out as trans may feel a sense of unconscious collusion with the
trans client’s spouse who was not expecting this monumental change in their relationship. If
counselors are not aware of and address countertransference effectively it could negatively
impact the counseling relationship.
After hearing the stories of the participants in this study, it is clear to me that counselors
who work with trans clients need to be especially empathic, compassionate, non-judgmental,
caring, sensitive, flexible, and supportive. Many trans clients are on the verge of losing or have
lost all or most of their supportive relationships and networks. The counseling relationship may
be the only space where they can be authentic and receive support. Fostering self-acceptance,
validation, and resilience in clients is essential to the counseling process. Because many older
trans clients have lost significant relationships and resources it is important that counselors have
knowledge of local and national trans affirmative resources including support groups, mental
health providers, medical practitioners, clothes closets, legal aid, worship centers, housing
options, employment placement services, and more.
Mentioning confidentiality to counselors seems a moot point. We have professional and
ethical standards that address the importance of maintaining confidentiality. I mention it here as
a reminder to counselors that you may have to be very intentional in assuring older trans clients
that their conversations with you are privileged with a few exceptions. Trans clients will be
sharing information that could jeopardize their safety, disrupt their relationships, and threaten
their jobs. Reminding clients that what they share is privileged may help build trust and make
sharing this information easier. Along, these same lines, however, it is important to remind
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clients that one of the times that confidentiality has to be broken is when they express imminent
harm to themselves. Considering the rates of suicide and suicide attempts in the trans
community, it is imperative that clients understand that counselors cannot maintain
confidentiality if they reveal thoughts or plans to harm or kill themselves.
Counselors who want to work with trans clients effectively have to become fluent in and
speak the same language of their trans clients. When counselors use the language of their clients,
it conveys a serious intention to foster a respectful and therapeutic relationship. It also shows
clients the counselor’s values, belief system, and attitudes towards trans issues and people.
However, staying current with the language used in the trans community is difficult because of
regional and political influences and just the overall mutability of language and the
multifariousness of the trans community. It is also important to note that older trans clients may
use different language than younger trans individuals. Nevertheless, staying up to date with the
language being used in the trans community and by specific clients is an important piece of being
a relevant and trans competent counselor.
Counselors working with older trans adults should recognize and be familiar with the
complexities of and fragmentary nature of the coming out process as well as possible differences
in how gender identity and expression are actualized in older adults as compared to their younger
counterparts. There may be several iterations of transitioning that a trans person undergoes
before realizing an appropriate identity and expression. Counselors may need to do some
education with older trans adults to talk about transition options and limitations to some of these
options. For instance, feminizing hormones may not work as well for adults who transition at an
older age. Talking to trans clients about their aesthetic expectations with transitioning may be
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warranted as well as exploring ways to achieve identity and expression congruence (if this is
important to the client) when medical transitioning is not feasible or desired.
Trans people have an increased risk for traumatization and victimization (pre and post
transition) and often times its due to not fitting social, biological, cultural, and familial edicts
concerning gender identity and performance. These traumas can influence trans development,
identity, and coping. Additionally those who transition later in life may be impacted not only by
transphobia, heterosexism, sexism, and cisgenderism at individual, institutional, and systemic
levels, but they may be stymied by ageism as well. Considering the increased risk for multiple
traumas it is important that therapists be experienced in trauma interventions that help clients
work through painful experiences and develop their internal coping mechanisms.
The last consideration that I want to mention is the importance of advocacy for trans
clients and especially those who transition later in life. There are sociopolitical obstructions at
the individual, institutional, and systemic levels for trans clients and the American Counseling
Association (Lewis, Arnold, House, & Toporek, 2002) has offered guidance for counselors to
advocate at these levels to address trans inequalities. The ACA Advocacy model is included
below in figure 1 below. Although the model is not specific to trans clients, its tenants can be
applied to any population. Advocating for trans clients on an individual or micro level could
include doing things like helping them find ways to feel more empowered. Perhaps this means
supporting them as they come out to family, friends, or co-workers as trans, affirming their
gender identity and choice of gender expression, or using their preferred name and pronouns
during counseling sessions. It may also mean that the counselor spends time learning about local
and national support groups and contacting political officials to voice concern about anti trans
legislation. Community advocacy could include activities such as creating a regional or
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statewide trans support program, creating alliances with national support groups which already
exist, or developing a directory of trans affirmative business and services to share with your trans
clients. Public or more macrolevel advocacy for trans clients could include creating a public
platform where you talk about trans issues, lobbying to change laws and discriminatory
practices, or using the power of social media to reach more people about trans inequities.

Figure 1. ACA Advocacy Competencies as created by Lewis, Arnold, House, & Toporek and
2002 and adopted by the ACA in 2003 as advocacy standards for the counseling profession.

Limitations
Limitations of the current study include factors such as which questions to ask during the
interview and which to avoid. For instance, it was apparent that one of my participants became
very emotional when talking about the current state of her relationships with her family of origin,
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so I avoided asking questions related to them. It is inevitable that when researchers make a
decision to ask certain questions or avoid others there are relevant factors that are silenced or
never addressed. It is the inescapable conundrum of doing research such as this but it is
important to value the information that was captured and the stories that were added to the
research landscape.
This study is limited and impacted by my own biases and subjectivities. I struggled so
long with the decision to pursue this research topic because I thought that I did not deserve to do
the work, that as a cisgender woman I would never be able to do it justice. After giving myself
permission to do the work, I spent countless hours trying to figure how to remove as much of my
biases and effects of my subjectivities as possible. I took on that task knowing full well that it
was pointless. I could never not be cisgender while doing this research and having all of the
privileges that come with that identity. I could never not have my experiences with gender,
identity, and expression growing up and have them shape me and my views. I could never not be
female and remove my socialization about what it means to be female while doing the research.
Realizing these things, my subjectivity statement was one of the first things that I wrote for this
research project. I did a lot of reflective work trying to think of all of the ways that me and all of
the identities and experiences that make up me could impact this study. Despite all of this
reflexive, thoughtful work the certainty is I impacted this research in some way. I was not trans
but like the participants I identified as female. Given (2008) described this as the space where the
researcher is an insider and simultaneously an outsider amongst the participants they are working
with. There are strengths and challenges with this duality. Because I identify and have been
socialized as female there was a believed understanding that I could relate to certain experiences
like the importance of feeling safe in public. On the other hand, I have never experienced the
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feeling of gender incongruence or the work of undergoing gender transitioning. I suspect that as
you read this you will identify ways that my subjectivities and inexperience with gender
incongruence shut down certain contemplations but I hope that you will also find examples of
how my outsider status may have also contributed to a deeper and richer perspective. Other
possible limitations of this study include the difficulty finding participants who fit the specific
research criteria, the lack of racial diversity of the participants, and the silence around how
current political matters in our nation have contributed to the participants’ transition experiences.
Recommendations for Future Research
In order to expand this research, it would be helpful to include the narratives of trans men
particularly as it relates to power/privilege since they would be transitioning from a socially
oppressed gender to one that is privileged. It would be helpful to consider the stories of even
older adults than I interviewed to learn more about the experiences of adults who are of
retirement age, partnered or married for many years, or are grandparents. Inevitably race and
culture are impactful intersections that should be considered in similar research projects in the
future. A significant matter that seemed to weave throughout both interviews is pervasive loss. It
may be helpful to look at the losses within this population along with ways to mediate the impact
of the losses for trans clients who transition later in life.
Conclusion
The purpose of this transgender theory life story study, was to examine the sociocultural
and discursive influences on the gendered and embodied experiences of male-to-female
transgender participants who transitioned between the ages of 40-55, within the last 5 years, and
while residing in an urban city in the Mid-South and the implications for the counseling
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profession. By examining these stories, the trans and counseling literature was expanded for an
age demographic that is often excluded in trans research.
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Appendix A
Semi-Structured Interview Guide
RQ1: How do transgender individuals experience gender pre and post transition?
Tell me about how you define or conceptualize gender.
Probes:
How did you learn this view of gender?
Who and what first influenced your perception of gender?
Who and what was most influential on your perception of gender?
Tell me about what being transgender means to you.
Probes:
How do you define transgender?
Tell me what being transgender mean for you.
How do you define transitioning?
Tell me about your decision to transition?
Tell me about your experiences with transitioning.
How has your view of gender changed and/or stayed the same since
transitioning.
RQ2: How do transgender individuals negotiate gender messages?
Tell me about some of the gender messages that you received growing up.
Probes:
How did you learn about the messages and expectations associated with
gender?
Tell me about the earliest time you can remember when the gender norm
you were expected to follow seemed incongruent to your identity.
Tell me about the most memorable moment when you realized the gender
message you were expected to follow was incongruent to your identity.
What made it so significant for you?
How have you handled incongruent gender messages?
Tell me about some of the gender messages relevant for you today.
Probes:
What are some of the strongest gender messages you have received since
transitioning?
What gender messages/expectations have been the hardest to accept and
why?
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Appendix A
Semi-Structured Interview Guide (cont.)
What gender messages/expectations have been the easiest to accept and
why?
RQ3: How do transgender individuals experience their bodies pre and post transition?
Tell me what it was like growing up with and in your body.
Probes:
What were some of the advantages of growing up with your body?
What were some of the challenges?
Tell me about a time when you first felt that your body was not congruent
with your identity.
How did you experience your body in the world- when interacting with
others?
How did you present your body in the world- when interacting with
others?
Tell me about your experiences with your body since transitioning?
Probes:
What is different about your body since transitioning?
How has your perceptions of your body and yourself in relation to your
body changed since transitioning?
How has your presentation of your body changed since transitioning?
Tell me about a time when you felt that your identity and your body were
congruent?

RQ4: How do transgender individuals negotiate body messages?
Tell me about some of the messages you received about bodies.
Probes:
How did you learn about the messages and expectations associated with
bodies?
What were some of the messages that you received about bodies?
Tell me about the earliest time you can remember when the messages you
received about your body seemed incongruent to your identity.
How have you handled incongruent body messages?
What are some of the messages you have received about your body since
transitioning?
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The University of Memphis Institutional Review Board, FWA00006815, has reviewed and
approved your submission in accordance with all applicable statuses and regulations as well as
ethical principles.
PI NAME: NaKeshi Dyer
CO-PI: N/A
PROJECT TITLE: Transnarratives of Adults who Undergo Gender Transitioning Later in Life
and Implications for Counselors
FACULTY ADVISOR NAME (if applicable): Daniel Lustig
IRB ID: #4223
APPROVAL DATE: 6/3/2016
EXPIRATION DATE: 6/3/2017
LEVEL OF REVIEW: Expedited
Please Note: Modifications do not extend the expiration of the original approval
Approval of this project is given with the following obligations:
1. If this IRB approval has an expiration date, an approved renewal must be in effect to
continue the project prior to that date. If approval is not obtained, the human consent
form(s) and recruiting material(s) are no longer valid and any research activities involving
human subjects must stop.
2. When the project is finished or terminated, a completion form must be completed and
sent to the board.
3. No change may be made in the approved protocol without prior board approval,
whether the approved protocol was reviewed at the Exempt, Exedited or Full Board level.
4. Exempt approval are considered to have no expiration date and no further review is
necessary unless the protocol needs modification.
Approval of this project is given with the following special obligations:
Thank you,
James P. Whelan, Ph.D.
Institutional Review Board Chair
The University of Memphis.
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Consent to Participate in a Research Study
Transnarratives of Adults who Undergo Gender Transitioning Later in Life and
Implications for Counselors
WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You are being invited to take part in a research study about the experiences of those who self
identify as transgender and underwent gender transition later in life. You are being invited to
take part in this research study because you self-identify as transgender, completed the social
and/or physical transition process within the last 5 years, and transitioned between the ages of
40-55 years. If you volunteer to take part in this study, you will be one of about 3-4 people to do
so
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is NaKeshi “Nikki” Dyer of University of Memphis
Department of Counseling. She is being guided in this research by Dr. Daniel Lustig,
XXXXX@memphis.edu, (901) 678.XXXX.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
The purpose of this study is to learn more about the transition experience for those who selfidentify as transgender and transitioned in later adulthood.
By doing this study, we hope to learn more about the ways gender and body messages are
negotiated by those who identify as transgender and transition in later adulthood.
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?
Due to the nature of the study, participants who have cognitive or speech communication
disabilities which make unaided communication difficult may not be a good fit for this study.
You should not take part in this study if you are under the age of 18 years, do not self-identify as
transgender, and have not completed a social and/or physical transition within the last 5 years.
WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST?
The research procedures will be conducted at a local community center. You will need to come
to 892 Cooper Street, Memphis, TN, 38104 two times during the study. Each of those visits will
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take about 1.5- 3 hours. The total amount of time you will be asked to volunteer for this study is
twice over the next year.
WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?
During this study you will be asked to share stories about from your life and experiences with
transitioning, particularly stories which address gender and body messages that you may have
received prior to, during, and after your transition process, and your thoughts and feelings about
these messages. I will ask you to share these stories with me and allow me to audio record them
so that I can transcribe them later. There are no right or wrong stories, so please feel free to share
what you feel comfortable talking about.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than you
would experience in everyday life.
You may find some questions we ask you to be upsetting or stressful. If so, we can tell you
about some people who may be able to help you with these feelings.
In addition to the risks listed above, you may experience a previously unknown risk or side
effect.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this study. However,
some people have experienced a sense of satisfaction when talking about their transitioning
process believing that it may help others. Your willingness to take part, however, may, in the
future, help society as a whole better understand this research topic.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer. You
will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to volunteer. You
can stop at any time during the study and still keep the benefits and rights you had before
volunteering.
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES?
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If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take part in the
study.
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the extent
allowed by law.
Your information will be combined with information from other people taking part in the study.
When we write about the study to share it with other researchers, we will write about the
combined information we have gathered. You will not be personally identified in these written
materials. We may publish the results of this study; however, we will keep your name and other
identifying information private.
We will make every effort to prevent anyone who is not on the research team from knowing that
you gave us information, or what that information is. I will take specific measures to ensure
your confidentiality and privacy. This consent form will be sealed in a letter sized envelope and
the sealed envelope will be securely stored in a combination-lock file cabinet to which only I
have access. Furthermore, you will be assigned a pseudonym which will be used in lieu of your
preferred and/or legal name. Potentially identifying details shared during the interviews will not
be included in any written format unless the details have been significantly changed or coded
(e.g., birth cities, proper names, educational institutions attended, family names, etc. will be
changed).
We will keep private all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by
law. However, there are some circumstances in which we may have to show your information to
other people. For example, the law may require us to show your information to a court or to tell
authorities if you report information about a child being abused or if you pose a danger to
yourself or someone else. Also, we may be required to show information which identifies you to
people who need to be sure we have done the research correctly; these would be people from
such organizations as the University of Memphis.
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CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that you no
longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in
the study.
The individuals conducting the study may need to withdraw you from the study. This may occur
if you are not able to follow the directions they give you, if they find that your being in the study
is more risk than benefit to you, or if the researcher decides to stop the study early for a variety
of scientific reasons.
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask any
questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions, concerns, or
complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, NaKeshi “Nikki” Dyer at
901.XXX-XXXX. If you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer in this research,
contact the Institutional Review Board staff at the University of Memphis at 901.XXX-XXXX.
We will give you a signed copy of this consent form to take with you.
What happens to my privacy if I am interviewed?
Your identity will remain confidential and only known to me. I will follow strict guidelines to
ensure you’re your information will remain confidential and necessary actions taken to keep this
consent form and any demographic information about you separate. Your information will be
kept and remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by
law. Any specific references to you will only be made through the use of pseudonyms. All
written data including this consent form and demographic information will be kept in a
combination lock file cabinet to which only I have access. All written documents and electronic
information related to this research will remain secure and only accessible by me. All paperwork
will be destroyed after three years as per the American Counseling Association’s
recommendations. Your audio recordings will be permanently deleted after I have transcribed
them.
_________________________________________
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study

____________
Date

_________________________________________
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent

____________
Date
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Participant Info
Name

Current

Age at

Age at social

Age at

Age

gender

transitioning

medical

questioning

transitioning

Helen

47

4

45

46

Maggie

52

14

47

47
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Researcher Journal
Accounting for researcher bias in qualitative research and deciding how to account for it
is an ongoing debate. Denzin (1994) refers to this as “the interpretive crisis.” To add to
transparency related to my experiences during the research process I decided to use journaling to
record my thoughts and moments of confusion, contention, and clarity. This entry consists of
journal entries that I made throughout the research process.
Is gender dichotomous?
I believe that gender is fluid but is treated in society as if it is binary, natural, static, and
synonymous with one’s biological sex. I have maintained in my research that it is likely the
reason that those who identify as transgender have such a difficult time gaining acceptance in
society. I purported that I wanted my research to be an opportunity to blow up the gender binary.
I admit, I assumed the participants would agree with me, even be encouraged by the fact that a
cisgender researcher was taking on the cause, spreading the message to circles that perhaps they
were unable to penetrate. So, needless to say I am a bit….. I am not sure what I am feeling right
now actually. Surprised? Perplexed? Disconcerted?
After interviewing my participants it seems that at least for them, the gender binary is
very important. To disintegrate it is to crumble their identity, to move the goal that they are
trying to reach. For the participants in this study, it seems that they have longed to be free to be,
seen and acknowledged as the women that they are. All of those stereotypical and phenotypic
traits associated with femaleness/womanness is what they aspire to… have dreamed about… say
that they have always been. In fact, one participant actually shunned the concept of gender
fluidity and queerness. In her opinion, gender was not complicated. It was black and white, there
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were no shades of gray. It was indeed a binary, a very clear cut binary. On one side you had male
and the other female. I guess a sure sign of her transition being complete, of her
femaleness/womanness being authentic, she had to make a clear departure from the male to the
female side of the binary. Anything else, any hovering in the gray area was not definitive.
Grayness meant that her transition was not complete. It seems that the participants’ sense of
transition success required the existence and intactment of the gender divide and binary. Getting
to the other side, so to speak, displaying and enveloping all of the characteristics associated with
‘femaledom’ was the aspirational goal for most of their lives prior to transition. To move the
goal would throw their gender identity and journey into chaos and confusion.
Now I for one don’t think chaos and confusion is always a bad thing. It is often the
precursor to systemic change but when I look at it from the participants points of view, I can
rationalize why maintaining the gender binary is important. But, I am still struggling with their
rigid adherence to it. On one hand it seems it is the gender binary that has made their lives, as it
relates to gender, problematic. On the other hand, the gender binary has provided the
juxtaposition needed to better identify who they are. It has helped them to understand and define
their transgender identity. So, in some regards following a rigid gender binary helped them
become who they are today. What I have a problem reconciling is their seeming absolutist,
positivist view of gender. It is so opposed to my view. And, is it odd that as a cisgender
individual I have a fluid view of gender and the transgender participants have a rigid one? Is this
cisgender privilege at play? Am I able to take a lax position about gender because I am a member
of the dominant cisgender population and don’t have to worry about incongruence between my
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gender identity and expression? Should I be having such a strong reaction of disbelief to their
views of gender? Perhaps this is the same as when white feminists were perturbed by the black
feminists who put their ‘blackness’ instead of their ‘womanness’ first and fought for and
alongside black men for their (black men) civil liberties. Although white women were in a
subjugated position because of their SAB (sex assigned at birth) and gender, they were in a
position of dominance as it relates to their race. Some of them were ignorant to intersectionality
and how it shaped black women’s experiences and views of injustice and inequality. The
assumption…no, the expectation that black women would and should put their ‘womanness’
above any other identity or value was very presumptuous of the white feminists; and when I
think of it this way, perhaps it is presumptuous of me as well to assume that because my research
participants are transgender they should and would embrace a more fluid definition of gender. I
realize now that I naively expected them to “fight for the cause” as I defined it, and
embarrassingly, I admit that I judged them when they did not.
But wait… I use that phrase often?
One of the research participants mentioned that she hates it when people use the phrases
“ladies and gentlemen” and “boys and girls” as in “Welcome ladies and gentlemen” or “Hello
boys and girls”. She feels that the phrases do not capture who she is and as a result she struggled
to feel welcomed and included in many spaces growing up. In fact, transitioning did not help her
to align with the phrases and did not quell the feeling that the terms failed to represent her and
create welcoming spaces. Hearing her talk about the phrases led me to think and I was struck by
how often and freely I have used the phrases. Just a cursory reflection revealed that the phrases
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are very binary. They do not leave room for both/and, neither/or, neither/both, and neither
configurations. They do not take into account the continuum of gender. But what really bothers
me is the ease with which I (someone educated on and cognizant and sensitive to the restrictions
of the binary) use them. I thought about Judith Butler when she said that it (binaries, humanism)
is just there…everywhere… it’s the structure for how we understand the world and our place in
it. It’s the air that we breathe. So I guess that means the work that we do to dismantle it is
ongoing. Even as I try to fight against binary constructions I maintain them in some ways. Even
the way that I have communicated in this particular journal entry shows binary thinking and
writing. They are truly unescapable or so it seems.
At any rate, as I reflected on this it made me wonder in what other ways do I use binaries,
what other things do I do or phrases do I use that cause transgender individuals to cringe or feel a
little less welcomed? I hope not many but I guess more time, reflection, and interviews will tell. I
am feeling a little disheartened. But why? I feel like I have done something majorly wrong but
my rational side (ha! binary) is able to recognize that the depth of guilt and conviction I am
feeling is not fitting to the “wrong”. Which in this case, the participant is not aware that I am
guilty of also using the phrases. I did not use them with her so technically there is no obvious
wrong.
I think this is about my insecurities, lingering remnants of this internal battle that has
raged within me about my fit… my appropriateness as a cisgender woman doing this research.
Will I do the women and the subject justice? Will my questions be wrought with unintentional
but nevertheless still present, biases and ignorance? Will I represent the stories appropriately?
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Will my representation still be appropriately aligned with the spirit and values of the
participants? Will I offend the participants? Will I ever feel truly and unwaveringly and
continually ok with doing this? I am not sure. I hope so. Maybe the fact that I am so aware and
respectful of the hugeness of this project, of the importance of wanting to make sure the voices
of the participants are heard is a good thing? Maybe this constant precariousness is what I should
feel? I am not sure.
I’m having a strong and unexpected negative reaction to this participan“?
"I am having a strong and unexpected negative reaction to this clie”t."
(This is a sentence that I wrote in my notes as I was conducting my interview with this
participant.)
I did not expect this. I ’on't recall ever talking about what to do or just the fact that I may
not like a participant. I assumed that I would like all of them. I assumed that we would share
some of the same values and ideals when it came to gender but this participant showed and
taught me that this is not the case or a safe assumption to make. In my opinion and to my
surprise, she holds a binary view of gender and gender expression. As I think about it, though,
perhaps I should not be so surprised. She has had to live in the same humanistic binary world as
all of us. I realize that it is at least presumptuous and at most judgmental to believe that she
would somehow transcend the influence of our dualistic society but despite this cognitive
understanding I really found it hard to like this participant and I was slightly bothered by this.
Perhaps it is the counselor in me or my personality or a combination of these and other multiple
factors, but it troubled me that I was not able to form an internal sense of connection or like for
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her. How will this impact how“I "”ee" the participant, how I filter her stories and experiences,
how I carry out this research? I wrote a lot in Chapter 3 about my concern with doing this
research and most of it centered around my questions about my appropriateness as a cisgender
person to gather transnarratives. I did not anticipate that one of the things that I would have to
consider is that I would have a clash of ideals about gender (and other things) and have such a
strong visceral reaction to our differences. I knew that I had assumptions (and biases) and would
make them during my research but I did not think this assumption would be an issue. I did not
think that this would be a point of contention where I would have to do quite a bit of reflective
work.
So its been three days since I wrote the above entry and I have been thinking quite a bit
about what I felt for the participant at the time of the interview and when I wrote the above entry.
The last 72 hours has afforded me enough distance to think more objectively about my reactions
to the participant's words and why they may have caused me to feel ill at ease. I have also had
enough time to remember that the participant is an individual shaped by many intersecting
experiences, not just her experiences of being transgender. Just because she is a transgender
person does not mean that she shares similar experiences or ideals about gender as others
transgender individuals. It doesn’t mean that she will not ascribe to ideals that are typically
considered to be anti-theoretical to transgender identities and experiences. For me, this was one
of tho“e "I know”it" moments but it helps to be reminded of the difference in knowing
something theoretically and actually ascribing to it in practice.
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Am I judging this participant’s physical features?
One of my participant’s expressed several strong opinions about physical beauty and
what women ‘should’ look like. She placed a lot of value on feminine beauty and had pretty rigid
views about what constituted beauty. She took a lot of pride in expressing that she was one of the
‘fortunate’ transgender individuals who transitioned later in life but could 100% pass as female.
She talked about her physical attributes quite a bit in what I would label a boastful way. As a
result of her extensive talk about her physical attractiveness and femininity I began to look at her
more closely and assess (aka judge) how much she matched my standard of ‘femaleness.’ (Wait,
I have one? I do. I have never been as painfully aware of that as I am now). I found myself
looking for the things that made her ‘less feminine’ and weighed her appraisals of herself against
my standard of beauty and femaleness. This feels like judgement…. I guess it is judgement and I
feel ashamed of myself for doing it. I realize, however, that I have always done it in some way
and I think it is human nature. Because of this research, I am more aware of making these
judgmental observations and somehow now it feels wrong and hypocritical to make them.
Perhaps I am more acutely aware of my humanness and flaws because of the attention
that I am paying to this research. Perhaps it is my own pride and/or shame that makes it
uncomfortable to acknowledge that I am guilty of doing the same thing that I am criticizing in
this participant. It is definitely shame that I feel as I become deeply aware that I look at a
transgender person and assess (judge) how closely they match my (and society’s) physical
standards for their identified gender.
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So I guess to answer my original question, yes, I am making a judgement about this
participant’s physical features. And the reality is, I likely would have done it even if the
participant wasn’t so vocal about her own physical appearance, congruence, and ability to pass as
a cisgender female.
Am I threatened by this participant’s femininity?
I have never been more aware of my femininity or perhaps lack thereof than when doing
this research. I am holding my femininity up against one of the participant’s standards and I feel
as if I am failing miserably. And, I have always been ok with that, proud of it actually. But
somehow in this situation I feel as if my level of femininity and girlyness is not enough. Maybe I
should perform gender differently? I am unsure as to why I am even having these thoughts and
concerns. I am not sure why it matters to me now.
Women of color… why couldn’t I find one for my study?
I am not sure of the reason but I was not able to find any women of color for my study. I
did not have one person of color contact me nor was any referred via word of mouth. Perhaps it
is related to my recruiting efforts. Maybe I should have been more mindful of where and how I
tried to contact participants. I wonder, though, if it speaks to a larger unknown issue, like perhaps
people of color in this demographic and in this region are hesitant about coming out as trans?
Maybe they transitioned earlier in life? I am not sure but it does mean I cannot listen for stories
that illustrate the intersections of race/ethnicity with transitioning. I do wonder if perhaps cultural
beliefs about privacy and not talking about ‘private matters’ outside of the home explain my
difficulty in recruiting people of color. For instance, in the black community, especially in the

192

Appendix E
Researcher Journal (cont.)
South, there is an understanding that what ‘happens at home, stays at home’ meaning that you
don’t talk about any private home life matters outside of the house with anyone. It is often times
the reason that some do not seek mental health services or fail to report various abuses happening
in the home. The practice of silence and secrecy is starting to shift in the community but perhaps
for the age group that I am focusing on, it is still very much present.
A participant backed out my study
My second participant backed out of the study today. I am so frustrated and confused. It
was my second interview and compared to my first it went so well. The participant was
communicative and a great story teller. I didn’t feel like I stumbled over my words and questions
as I did during the first interview. She was reflective and open and had such an interesting
perspective on her transition experience. But just now out of the blue she called me and removed
herself from the study. She said she had too much to lose and although she understood that I
would use pseudonyms in the study and would even change some of the details in her interview
to further ensure her confidentiality she pulled out nevertheless. She worried that people on her
job and a new love interest would find out that she was trans. She passes as a cisgender female in
all settings, especially those settings in which no one knew her pre-transition. But I guess the
most confusing and difficult part for me to accept is that she completed the interview and I never
sensed any hesitation on her part. I can’t help but wonder if perhaps there was something that I
could have done or avoided doing during the interview to prevent this from happening? This one
experience is causing me to question yet again if it is appropriate for me to be doing this
research. Maybe it was my inexperience as a research interviewer that contributed to her

193

Appendix E
Researcher Journal (cont.)
quitting? Maybe the questions were too direct? Maybe it was my interview style? Or maybe this
is just what happens sometimes, participants join and they quit research projects. Considering
what is at stake, I understand her hesitancy and need to be especially careful. It is just difficult
for me to give up the data.
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This section will outline some of the commonalities found between the interviews. These
similar points should not be considered exhaustive, themes, or results that should be generalized
to others. They simply represent parts of both narratives that I believe are akin in some way and
provide meaningful considerations for counselors when working with trans clients.
Importance of Name
The importance of choosing a name and being called by that name was paramount across
interviews. Name seemed to be an important part of identity for both Helen and Maggie and
either marked the beginning or end of their transition. Being called by their chosen name seemed
to serve as a marker of acceptance while refusal to use their preferred name indicated
disapproval of their trans identity. Excerpts below have been chosen to illustrate this point.
Helen: When I was younger I thought that if I had a girl’s name maybe people would see
that I was a girl and would stop treating me like a boy. At that time, at that age I guess I
thought it was all about the name. It was the name that determined if you were a boy or
girl and how people saw you so if I could change my name uh you know to a girl’s name
then people would umm realize they had been wrong about me and would be like oh wow
duh this is a girl. As an adult, choosing a name and having people acknowledge it and
call me by that name… I don’t know it’s important because its like I did it. I didn’t wait
for people to see me and acknowledge me. I said this is who I am and this is what I
should have been named all along and this is the name that you are going to call me. I no
longer had to hide. You know its like sometimes people see your name before they see
you and they make assumptions, so many assumptions about who you are and what you
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look like, you know what I mean? Names can have a lot of power you know. They are
your entrance or acceptance or I guess in some spaces your denial. So you know the last
thing that I changed was my name. I mean I did a lot of things physically, socially,
medical, aesthetically to get to this point. The last thing that I did after all of this with my
jobs, appearance, my family, my friends, was change my name and get a new id made.
That was a lot less work than the other things I had to do but... I don’t know… you know
in some way I guess you know it sounds weird but there was something about changing
my name and getting a new id that made my transition final…something that made it
complete and real.
The following is an excerpt from Maggie’s interview about the importance of name:
Maggie: If I have already lost everything anyway why the hell wouldn’t I transition? I am
suffering and paying the consequences as if I had transitioned, why waste another day
paying for something that I did not even have. If I was going to suffer like a transgender
person I may as well be a transgender person. So, I decided that night right then while I
had those papers in my hand letting me know that I had probably lost my children for
good that I was going to transition. The first thing that I did was come up with a name…
so I went with Maggie. It sounds like a feminine name, not something androgynous and
that was important to me too. I told everyone that I was transgender and that when they
saw me again I may look different and I would be in different clothing, clothes for
women. I let them know that I would pursue a legal name change but until then I wanted
them to call me Maggie and to use feminine pronouns when referring to me.
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In addition to emphasizing the importance of name, these excerpts also illustrate Foucault’s
interpretation of power as productive and a liberator as well as how people can be the place
where power is performed and challenged (Foucault, 1980b). The participants found liberation
from restrictive gender rules by picking a name that they felt was more congruent with their
identity and insisting that people refer to them by that name. They both intentionally chose
names that are considered to be unquestioningly feminine so that there is no ambiguity or doubt
as to their gender identity. Changing their name became a catalyst for and symbol of their
freedom.
Self-policing
As mentioned earlier, Foucault (1977) stressed that regulatory institutions and systems
operate effectively when discipline becomes self-regulatory and internalized. We police our own
behaviors in order to avoid societal scrutiny and discipline. There were several instances during
the interviews when the participants expressed self-policing when it came to their gender
expression.
Helen: You know I guess in college, even though I had met some great people and for the
first was around people who were similar to me, and for the first time felt free and
understood even as I struggled to understand myself, there was something in me,
something about these experiences that seemed…temporary? I guess, it was like I was
having fun and I could do it at college at parties but I couldn’t do it when I returned to my
home, to the real world. You know in college, I felt that part of what I was doing was just
fun, those wild crazy things that college kids do you know. That’s what it was like for
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me. I needed to get this out of my system while I could. I needed to indulge this wild side
and leave it at college when I left. So even though I was having such a good time and felt
so free and felt that I finally had some normalcy in my life, I knew that it was temporary.
That it was just an illusion. I was going to have fun while I could and then I was going to
return to real life. The only one that I guess at the time I thought that I could have. I did
not believe that I could truly be me. That was not an option. I remember praying and
attending more of the religious activities at our church so that I could I guess try to pray
the dresses and the make-up and the feeling of being a woman away. I set my mind to
getting over the female thing and forced myself to just think about living the life in the
body I was given. I hung out more with my other group of friends and to be honest with
you by the time that I graduated college I really thought I was over it. By this time I was
calling it a sickness. I think I was in such deep denial. I considered some of them sick like
the ones who were truly transgender. Those who just got a kick out of crossdressing
because it was fun or risqué or whatever and myself, I just saw what we did as having
fun. Those who felt that they were really women were so misguided that they must be
sick.
In the above excerpt, Helen is referring to a group of friends that she met while in college
who also enjoyed dressing in women’s clothing. Although the group of friends was instrumental
in creating a community where she felt welcomed and ‘normal’ she did not view this as reality
and something that she could sustain after college. In order to prepare for return to her life at
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home, she pulled away from this accepting community of friends and busied herself with getting
over being trans.
The next excerpt is from Maggie’s interview and exemplifies the practice of selfregulation as it relates to gender expression and identity.
Maggie: I am going to be the manliest man I can be. If I ignore this thing long enough it
will auto correct. So that's what I did, I became the epitome of masculinity. I lived
stealth, I lived in such a way that people would never suspect what was going on with
me. I even convinced myself for a little while that nothing was going on with me. And
when feelings surfaced I just ignored them by being as masculine as I could be.
Throughout high school and college I was super into sports and I was a good athlete. I
played basketball, baseball, track, soccer, volleyball, rugby, swimming, and wrestling. I
was in a band. I joined a fraternity. I partied. I drank excessively at parties. I cursed. I
dated as many girls as I could, sometimes more than one at a time. I joined the army for a
few years. I obsessed about my body because I thought that if I was meticulous in my
efforts to look more masculine I would love my body more and I would stop wishing for
a female one. I was able to divert my attention with these antics for brief moments but
mostly I was unsuccessful but I did convince others and that was important. I got
married, I had two children two boys. I taught them the skills my grandfather, father, and
uncle taught me like how to build things, fix things, shoot a gun, fish, camp. My sons
were eagle scouts. I was a Boys Scout leader for their troops. I did the things that I had
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been taught to do, take care of my family and care about others’ perceptions. I think I did being a
man pretty well, better than some others that I encountered throughout my life.
In the above excerpt, Maggie decided that if she could perform well the activities that are
deemed to be highly masculine, there would be no question about her gender congruence. Plus,
she thought that her gender performance would even alleviate the internal struggle that she was
experiencing related to her gender.
Safety
Feeling safe as a trans woman was another important aspect that came up for Helen and
Maggie. For both women, there was an overall feeling of vulnerability due to being women but
this was compounded because they were also trans.
Helen: Well I guess I did not appreciate the overall safety that I felt living as a man, well
being perceived as a man. Safety in terms of my personal safety you know? Like I mean
before transitioning I never really had this always present concern for my safety but since
transitioning I do think about my safety all the time. I did not think twice about not going
somewhere. It didn’t bother me if I was not walking with others, you know like safety in
numbers. It was just not on my mind but I guess that is what I mean about being
perceived as a man, I got comfortable in the inherent safety men are afforded. Now
though, there is a certain vulnerability that I feel that I assume all women feel or have felt
at some point. And I think perhaps my fear is two-fold. I worry about being overpowered
or sexually assaulted when I am alone regardless of where I am or the time of day but
especially at night. And then, I also feel afraid that some wacko nutjob, some extremist
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hate mongerer is going to find out that I am transgender and assault me or kill me
because of it. You know the incidences of transgender women being assaulted, violated,
murdered even sometimes at the hands of police officers is so exponentially higher than
the normal population. I fear being assaulted or the victim of some type of crime and
having to contact law enforcement because I think the moment that they find out I am
transgender somehow my assault becomes my fault or is taken less seriously by the
officers. It is a story I have heard at least 4 or 5 times from people in my support group.
You know in some ways I guess it is the same experience of some women who have been
raped and then somehow they are blamed for it, you know? They are told they were
asking for it because they were out late at night, or they were drinking, or they were
dancing provocatively, or because of how they dressed. If I am assaulted in some way
will I be told it’s because I’m transgender and I was dressed like a woman and that I was
asking for it or I brought it upon myself? If I am in a new place and I don’t know anyone
and I am alone, I try to make sure that I am perceived as a woman, not a transgender
woman. I try to make sure I am dress, speak, wear make-up, carry myself in a way that
will not make anyone second guess my gender.
The following excerpt is from Maggie’s interview.
Maggie: Like there are times where something just tells me that it is important for me to
be able to pass as female… like perhaps there is a male or a group of males that I feel I
will not be safe if they know that I am trans. So I become especially girly and really
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practice my voice. I almost act dumb blondish because I don’t want them to suspect
anything.
Displays of femininity
Both participants had strong thoughts on what constituted femininity though their
opinions and how to be feminine differed to a degree. Another thing that I noticed when reading
over the interviews is that the participants did not make clear distinctions between female,
femininity and womanness. They tended to use the terms interchangeably. Below is an excerpt
from Helen about femininity and its importance to her.
Helen: When I was younger all I cared about were those things that were most obvious
and most denied to me and that was the make-up and clothing and I guess hair. I did not
even think about changing my body nor did I desire a female body. What made up
femaleness then were those external, socially sanctioned, visual things like hair, clothes
and make up and floral scents. It’s all I knew growing up in a house with three women.
It’s what I saw that they could do and have that I could not. [Femininity] is this internal
sense of knowing yourself, this internal sense of identity that has nothing to do with
external things like clothing or make up. And it’s not that those things are not important
to some people. They are important to me but they are no longer the only things that are
important to me. It’s not even about having a typically feminine body or possessing those
things like boobs, butt, and hips and long hair or what not. Some people do not have
those typical feminine characteristics and have no desire to have them and they still feel
every bit female or feminine. Again, they are important to me but are not the only things
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that make me feel like a woman now. Again, I think time and experience and learning
more about myself is what makes up the essence of my womanness.
Maggie expounded on what femininity means to her in the excerpts below. Her opinion also
shows how interrelated the concepts female, womanness, and femininity are for her.
Maggie: This may not be important to everyone but for me it is important for me to look
like a woman. I want to be able to embrace all of those things that were not available to
me before I transitioned. Otherwise, I mean what is really the point, you know what I
mean? I mean I like to wear make-up. It is very important that I chose the right shades
and contour my face, and pluck my eyebrows, you know those things that will give me a
more feminine appearance. But really you know I think that even before I transitioned, I
had more feminine features. I didn’t have sharp, angular lines like some men so that has
really helped me with transitioning. I enjoy wearing make-up. I enjoy dressing up and
being girly. I think women can be strong but I also think women should be women. We
are the fairer sex but not in the sense of we are weak though physically we are not as
strong as men. But I think a woman should look like a woman and in some ways should
behave like one, but being weak and submissive is not one of those ways. We can be
strong and feminine at the same time. I think femininity is special and coveted. I think
women are strong and beautiful and get to be sensitive as well. I think the female brain is
more evolved and nurturing. I think that femininity and female are closely related. I think
those with a female brain are more likely to display feminine characteristics like nurture
and care. I think the female brain helps women to be more in tune with their emotions
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and empathic to others. It helps with attunement to what is going on and I think just
overall sensitive to the well-being of others. We are definitely socialized and conditioned
to feel this way but I think there is also something innately present that makes us this
way. I do think there is an inherent presence of natural femininity within females. I don’t
think that men can be naturally feminine, I think that they can work at appearing more
feminine but they have to always work. With women they don’t have to work. But I also
think that women can chose to play down their femininity or play into it and wear it
broadly and proudly. I chose to wear it proudly but there is a level of femininity that I
have that I think is just innate because of my female brain despite my male like body.
Negotiating gender messages
Gender messages abound in our culture, regardless of one’s gender identity or identity
congruence. Helen and Maggie shared their experiences with negotiating gender messages in
their interviews, though Helen focused more on the gender messages she received growing up
and prior to transitioning while Maggie focused more on the gender negotiations she has made
since transitioning. Excerpts from their interviews are below.
Helen: So I learned early on that there were some expectations of me and I noticed that
they differed quite a bit from those of my sisters and I didn’t understand at first why there
were differences in expectations. In my mind we were three sisters, we were the same. I
remember when I had my first asthma attack, I think I was maybe 4 or 5 years old. I
remember being very afraid because I couldn’t breath and I really couldn’t explain to my
mother what was happening to me. Well, she rocked me and wiped my tears and I was
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still in her arms when my father got home. He saw me and she told him what happened. I
remember that I started crying again I am not sure why I guess just from hearing the
event being told again and it was my father you know? Well, I remember him bending
down to my eye level and he asked me can you breathe now and I said yes. He said well
get down out yo mama’s lap and stop whining like a little sissy. I wasn’t sure what a sissy
was but I could tell from his tone and his demeanor that it was not something good. He
turned to my mother and was like don’t you be sissifying that boy like that. He needs to
learn how to be a man. You need to stop coddling him so much. I don’t want no damn
sissy for a son. Stop treating him like a baby. And then he turned to me and he was like
boy you need to man up and stop crying. Men don’t cry. Boys don’t cry. You hear me?
And I can just remember that for some reason I cried even harder and I think it was
because my father kept calling me a boy and a man and I was neither of those things.
When he saw me crying even more he pushed me on my shoulder like pushing me out of
the way and he walked out of the room and he told my mother you better not coddle him
neither. It was definitely ok for my sister to cry though because when she had asthma
attacks I specifically remember my mother and father comforting her and it was ok for
her to cry. Never once did they tell her to toughen up or stop crying.
The following is an excerpt from Maggie’s interview regarding negotiating gender messages.
Maggie: I will say that women receive more explicit and numerous gender messages than
men. I think though that the strongest gender messages that I have received are the ones
that tell me I am too loud and direct, I am too opinionated and I curse too much. I am too
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self-assured and confident. I think I have a large presence, like I don’t fold into myself
the way that women are indirectly told and socialized to do. Actually all of those things
that I mentioned are the ways that men are expected to be and behave. They are
socialized to take up as much space as possible with their physical presence as well as
their social presence, with their actions and with their words. They are encouraged to be
loud, opinionated and confident. Those are highly valuable traits in men, they are called
leaders when they display these traits. Women are called bitches when they do it, or in
some circles they are considered feminists and depending on the circle this could be even
worse than being called a bitch. And what is so interesting about these messages is that
they are mostly unspoken. There is just this pervasive oppression and you don’t even
realize that you are being indoctrinated into it and learning it, it just happens.
Importance of congruence
The need for gender congruence was strongly expressed by both participants and was the
predominant catalyst for their decision to transition. Helen and Maggie both expressed being
willing to sacrifice everything to finally have congruence between their gender identity and
expression. Below is an excerpt from Helen’s interview that I believe supports this idea.
Helen: At one point, I was just so tired of living this fragmented life, like…just living
with no congruence, you know? I was so tired of living in this place of incongruence that
I didn’t care, it didn’t matter if I was a woman or man I just wanted to feel as though
there was balance and congruence between my inside and outside. So I prayed, you
know, for God to give me that and it didn’t happen…well not for a long time you know.

206

Appendix F
Interpretive Summary (cont.)
And then I felt like I had to do it. You know? Like I had to make a decision for myself
and do something about it. Waiting for someone or something to rescue me, it wasn’t
going to happen. I had to make it happen. I had to decide to bring some congruence to my
life regardless of what others thought or how they felt. It’s when I got to that point of just
not giving a damn what others thought, how they would feel, what they would say, if my
family would support me, if my friends would still be my friend or love me, if I would
have a job or not, if I would ever find someone to love me, if I would be understood and
accepted, if I would be harassed or assaulted, if I would be discriminated against when
trying to buy a house, if I would have to find a new church to attend for worship service,
it’s like you know I got to a point that even if all the answers to those scenarios were
negative, I, you know, I had to have some congruence and stability in my life. I had to
finally live a life that felt right for me and whatever that meant so be it.
Below is an excerpt from Maggie about the importance of congruence in her life and how it
served as the impetus for her decision to transition.
Maggie: Well looking back on it, it occurred in phases really. You know I told you I did
everything in my power to ignore it but it was always there regardless of how I tried to
ignore it. The thoughts and feelings became more pronounced around the time that I
turned 30. By that time, I was getting older you know. I wasn’t old but I couldn’t play
sports the way that I used to. All of the physicality that I used to prove to myself and
others that there was nothing wrong with me was waning. I had a knee injury and
shoulder injury so that meant that I couldn’t be as I guess aggressive and macho. Being
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that person and acting that way helped to distract me you know from thinking about
myself as female. When I didn’t have it, when I couldn’t pretend to be so tough and
athletic I had more time to be with myself and entertain those thoughts. I had less cover
up to hide it. So because I wasn’t spending so much time being an asshole, really is what
I was being, I could be more myself and the more time I spent with myself and in my
thoughts the more I realized that I may have had other people fooled and I may have
distracted myself but the fact was I was really a woman. I didn’t want to live with the
weight of this secret on me so in that moment, I decided I had to change something, I had
to do something.
Body image/body-appearance satisfaction
The concept of body image and body appearance satisfaction is such a vast topic and a
particularly complicated one when referring to trans individuals. It is not uncommon for trans
people to experience feelings of dissonance when comparing how they are perceived by others to
how they perceive themselves. Because body image has a connection to societal norms and
expectations, image satisfaction for trans individuals can be negatively impacted. Helen and
Maggie shared thoughts about body image and body appearance satisfaction during their
interviews.
Helen: We were watching the Miss America pageant and there was a young lady on there
Ms. Washington and there was something about her that was just beautiful, mesmerizing
and I could not stop looking at her and staring at her. Even my girlfriend noticed it and of
course she thought it was a crush or I was oogling her but that was not it at all. I realized
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later that what caught my eye about her was that she looked similar to how I used to
imagine myself looking if I could be the woman that I truly wanted to be. She had the
facial features, the body structure, the height, the poise, she had it all as I had imagined it,
except she looked even better than what I imagined for myself. I was envious of her, all
of them really, but especially her. She was poised, talented, beautiful, graceful and it
came easily for her. It came naturally. She didn’t have to pretend to be herself she just
was. She wasn’t born with the wrong body. She had what should have been my body. In
that moment, I literally felt like I had been gut punched. I remember feeling the deepest
and most profound longing and sadness that I had ever felt. I realized that as hard as I had
been trying to fight it and hide it and ignore it I was a woman and I unfortunately was
stuck in a man’s body and I had to pretend that I was male.
The following is an additional excerpt from Helen’s interview as she explains what happened
when she saw pictures of Christine Jorgensen for the first time.
Helen: So when I got home, I went to my room and sat with my back against the door and
devoured that magazine. I read every word about her and looked at all of the pictures.
There were a few pictures of her prior to her transition but most were post transition. I
was struck by how happy she looked in both of her pictures, as a man and as a woman. I
was struck by how comfortable she looked prior to and after her transition. I didn’t feel
like I could relate to either of those things. All of my pictures growing up looked so
awkward. If I smiled, the smile was forced and fake. I didn’t feel comfortable in my body
and I felt like that always showed. Taking pictures only froze those moments in time and
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gave people the ability to scrutinize me and perhaps figure out this secret I was hiding. I
was really afraid that if people looked at me long enough they would be able to see that I
was different.
Below are excerpts from Maggie’s interview that exemplify her experience with her body, body
image, and body satisfaction pre and post transition.
Maggie: I obsessed about my body because I thought that if I was meticulous in my
efforts to look masculine I would love my body more and I would stop wishing for a
female one. I was able to divert my attention with these antics for brief moments but
mostly I was unsuccessful but I did convince others and that was important. I realized
that I may have had other people fooled and I may have distracted myself but the fact was
I was really a woman. I lived with that realization for approximately 5 years without
acting on it or doing anything but eventually people, including my wife, family, and
friends started to notice a change in my demeanor or my personality. I was less vocal,
less aggressive, less an asshole and people started to ask what was wrong with me. I
became less intimate with my wife and she assumed I was having an affair. It had nothing
to do with that. I was just becoming more and more aware of my body and how it was not
the body that I was supposed to have and I wanted to see my body as less as possible. I
didn’t want to be intimate with my wife with a male body. I wanted to be intimate with
her as a woman, I wanted a body that matched my brain. Eventually it got to a point that I
did not even want to see my body. I didn’t like it. I stopped being as athletic, I didn’t like
looking at myself in mirrors, I gained a lot of weight, a lot of weight. For people who
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knew me this was unlike me. [Since transitioning], I have worked really hard on my
body. I work out every day and I look better than most of the bitches at my job, especially
the ones who want to complain the most about me or question something that I am
wearing. [This] is my body, a body that I have been waiting for so many years for it to
finally look the way that I have imagined and the way that feels right. I finally have a
body that I can be proud of. I don’t feel like an alien to myself anymore. I have a banging
body and I take care of it by working out every day. My body is softer. It was so weird to
see like the fat in my body redistribute and to see my body get softer, curvy, and
feminine. I am still toned you know but I don’t feel like I am toned like a man, I am more
toned like a woman but not too big where I look like one of those female body builders, a
man in a bra top. Anyway, I think my fat redistributed nicely. I know some trans woman
who still look very angular and chiseled you know like some men are. I feel proud of my
body, not only because of how I look but also because it fits my identity now. I feel proud
of my body because I took the necessary steps to achieve this and achieve happiness. I
decided to live at least some of my life with congruency even if it meant losing some
relationships and things along the way. When I see my body I feel brave and I feel lucky
that the risk has paid off as well as it has.
Pervasive loss
As mentioned earlier, transgender individuals experience disproportionately higher rates
of discrimination, stigma and violence. They are more likely to experience emotional distress
and strained relationships and are at higher risks for loss pileups compared to cisgender
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individuals. Both Helen and Maggie’s interviews contained pervasive stories of loss after
disclosing their transgender identity. The following excerpt is a piece that illustrates this point
from Helen’s interview.
Helen: I had to decide to bring some congruence to my life regardless of what others
thought or how they felt. It’s when I got to that point of just not giving a damn what
others thought, how they would feel, what they would say, if my family would support
me, if my friends would still be my friends or love me, if I would have a job or not, if I
would ever find someone to love me, if I would be understood and accepted, if I would
be harassed or assaulted, if I would be discriminated against when trying to buy a house,
if I would have to find a new church to attend for worship service, it’s like you know I
got to a point that even if all the answers to those scenarios were negative, I, you know, I
had to have some congruence and stability in my life. I had to finally live a life that felt
right for me and whatever that meant so be it.
An example of pervasive loss from Maggie’s interview is below.
Maggie: Yes there is so much loss. I lost my kids, my marriage, my wife, my friends, my
sister, and not just my sister my twin sister, my uncle, my parents, my house, important
artifacts that I had in the house that I will never be able to get back, pictures of the kids,
my family, me as a child, drawings my kids made for me, my high school diploma, my
framed college degree. I lost my job. I lost the ability to take care of my family although I
was no longer welcome in the house and I lost the ability to take care of myself.
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Suicide attempt
A painful and disturbing fact is that transgender individuals have higher rates of suicide
attempts compared to the general population. Unfortunately, Helen and Maggie recounted
chilling stories of multiple suicide attempts prior to their transition. The following is an excerpt
from Helen’s interview detailing her experiences with suicidal ideations and attempts.
Helen: The depression just got so bad that there were times when I did not get out of bed
for sometimes 2 or 3 days at a time. Eventually…. Eventually it got to the point that I
contemplated suicide and eventually it did get to the point that I attempted suicide…
several times. And I remember being absolutely frustrated with myself when it didn’t
work. I remember thinking I can’t even kill myself correctly. I can’t kill myself like the
man I have been forced to be because men were likely to use violent lethal means like a
handgun but I did not own a gun, I never learned to shoot. The violence just seemed
barbaric so I tried overdosing all three times. The second and third times I mixed alcohol
with over the counter meds and each time I woke up, one time hours later, the other time
a day or so later. The last time though I hadn’t talked to my younger sister in a while and
so she came to the house. She had a key to my apartment. The other times that I tried to
commit suicide, I didn’t leave a suicide note, but this last time I did. In it I just confessed
everything, that I couldn’t continue to live this lie, that I would rather be dead than not be
who I really was. I really did believe that I was going to be successful this time. I took
more pills, I drank more alcohol. My sister came to my apartment the next day and she
found me. She thought I was dead. She noticed I had a weak pulse and she called an
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ambulance. She found the letter and she hid it from everyone. I went to the hospital and
was there for several days before I was well enough to be discharged to a mental health
ward. I didn’t have a say in the matter, because I tried to commit suicide, it is where I had
to go.
Maggie also shared an equally disturbing and graphic description of what happened when she
thought that suicide was the only way out of the gender identity related distress she was
experiencing.
Maggie: One day when my wife and kids were gone, I decided that I had enough of living
and feeling this way so I decided that I was going to end it, I was going to kill myself. In
the moment that I realized that, I had a burst of energy. I knew relief was in sight. I wrote
a suicide note for my kids but I made a video recording for my wife and parents. I
shaved, showered, and ate a meal. I got the gun and went to the backyard because I didn’t
want to kill myself in the house and as I was sitting there with the gun my wife and kids
came back home. I didn’t expect them for another hour but my younger son had gotten
sick so they came home earlier than expected. In that moment, I sat there with that gun
and thought ok if I am going to do this I have to do it now. And then I heard my son
calling out for me. He said dad, dad, where are you? And I remember thinking what
would it be like to hear my son call me mom? I knew that it would likely never happen
but I also knew that if I killed myself there was absolutely no chance that it would
happen. And I also thought, what am I doing? Do I really want to die? I didn’t want to die
I just didn’t want to feel this away anymore. I didn’t want to live with the weight of this
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secret on me so in that moment, I decided I had to change something, I had to do
something. I hid the gun and I decided that I was going to tell my wife what was going on
with me.
Insufficient mental health services
Although the Association for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Issues in
Counseling (ALGBTIC), a division of the American Counseling Association (ACA), has put
forth competencies for working with transgender clients, it seems that some counselors may still
struggle with best practices and using affirming language when working with transgender clients.
Helen and Maggie expressed incidences in which they desired more from the mental health
services that they received. Below is an excerpt from Helen’s interview.
Helen: It really unfortunately is an all too common experience of other transgender
people. Sometimes we have lost all of our support systems and then to encounter a
counselor who further demonizes you or medicalizes you and tell you that you are the
problem. [Following my last suicide attempt], I was inpatient for about a month and then
I had to participate in this outpatient group for people with depression for about two
weeks. During this time, not once did I reveal the reason why I attempted suicide and you
know I really wasn’t asked. There was an assumption that I was just depressed and
depression is an illness that needed medication. After the group was over, I decided to go
to a psychotherapist for individual sessions because I thought it would be easier to talk
about what was really going on with me. After a few sessions I got to the real reason that
I attempted suicide and decided to come to therapy and unfortunately it was
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disappointing. The therapist started talking to me from a…what would I call it? From a
disease model I guess. She said that there are several people who have this disease and
that correcting it would solve my [gender identity problems]. It was painful to hear
because in a way I was hoping to get the support that I so desperately wanted. I wanted
someone to say it was ok. That I wasn’t diseased and disordered and that I was distressed
not because I was transgender but because of the way society treats people like me but
that didn’t happen. So, I left that session feeling absolutely hopeless.
The following two excerpts are from Maggie. In the first she talks about her frustration with the
amount of power that counselors wield when it comes to trans people being able to transition
medically.
Maggie: Exactly because so much is beyond your control when you are trans. Will your
family support you, will you lose your children, will you lose your job, income, housing,
will you be assaulted, will you look ok as a woman once you transition, will you find
love again or for the first time, will you be able to find a restroom to use if you go out, is
this person really into you or just into you because of some tranny fetish, will you find a
doctor who will treat you with dignity and not like a leper, will you find a therapist who
will be non-judgmental or find one who will try to label you with some pathology
because you are trans. For fuck’s sake you can’t even transition on your own without
some outside person approving you to do so, you know with a therapist giving you the
green light to work with a doctor and then you have to hope that you have access to
money and insurance because there are some things like electrolysis and plastic surgery
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that is not covered by insurance and it is expensive. So you know there are so many
things outside of your control as a trans person that you have to feel empowered however
you can.
In this second excerpt she talks about how her counselor labeled her mentally ill because she
experienced mood swings after starting hormone therapy.
Maggie: It’s like I was trapped in an emotional time warp and had to experience all of the
emotions associated with being female quickly in order to catch up. It stretched me in the
most uncomfortable ways. I saw my therapist around the time that I started hormones and
I was trying to tell her that I was really fine, that it was just emotions caused by hormones
and she thought that I was having some type of negative reaction to transitioning and then
she thought that I was bipolar and manic depressive, major depression, schizophrenic,
borderline personality disorder, and then abusing drugs. I tried to tell her no, I am just on
hormones. My body is experiencing something it has never ever experienced before. I
was so afraid that she was going to sabotage my transition by contacting my doctor and
telling him something was wrong with me. Luckily she didn’t but I was afraid for quite
some time until my emotions regulated themselves.
Support
Unfortunately many trans individuals experience disruption or termination of important
supportive relationships when they decide to transition. However, having the support of just one
person can be instrumental to their well-being and transition success. Helen and Maggie both
expressed that they realized transitioning could mean losing all of the important relationships in
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their lives but they also talked about the importance of garnering and having support, whether it
be familial, professional, or social in nature. It is possible that a counselor may be the only
affirming and supportive presence in a trans person’s life making the client/therapist relationship
even more significant. Below is an excerpt from Helen’s interview about the importance of
support.
Helen: Having just one support person, that is so important, whoever that it is. For me, it
was my sister and eventually it was my counselor. My sister helped me so much. Just
knowing regardless of how far I went with my transition she would be there and would
support me and still love me, that meant so much. Then I eventually felt comfortable
enough to find a support group and that really helped me as I contemplated how and
when I wanted to transition. I was adding people to my circle who saw me as something
else other than sick, perverted, sinful. I started to feel hopeful, like maybe I could live an
authentic life after all and have people around me who loved me and accepted me. I
didn’t have to be totally alone, even though I was ready to accept that if it came to it.
Below, Maggie talks about the support that she received from the management at her place of
employment. This was significant because not only was it the only source of support that
she had since transitioning but it also helped her to maintain her financial security, meet
her basic needs, and provide access to medical transitioning.
Maggie: I must say that my boss, well upper management in general, have been very
supportive and I feel fortunate because this is an at-will state. I don’t have employment
protections as a transgender person and I personally know people who have lost their jobs
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and it is simply because they were transgender. I know someone who had to turn to
prostituting herself and making tranny fetish porn with this shady “porn director”
character who is really just some low rent bum. She used to work a white collar
professional job and now she does low budget porn films that barely help her earn
enough to live month to month. I don’t want to end up like that and I think it is only
because of the support that I have received from management that I haven’t ended up like
that so I am grateful, I’m one of the lucky ones. So I recognize that I am one of the lucky
ones. I have the insurance to cover it. I found a therapist who wrote a letter for me. I
found a doctor who doesn't have the best bedside manner but he gives me what I need.
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